
  [image: Images]


  Alligator Gold


  Other Cracker Westerns:


  Bridger’s Run by Jon Wilson


  Ghosts of the Green Swamp by Lee Gramling


  Guns of the Palmetto Plains by Rick Tonyan


  Ninety-Mile Prairie by Lee Gramling


  Riders of the Suwannee by Lee Gramling


  Thunder on the St. Johns by Lee Gramling


  Trail from St. Augustine by Lee Gramling


  Wiregrass Country by Herb and Muncy Chapman


  [image: Images]


  Copyright © 2009, 2012 by Janet Post


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


  Inquiries should be addressed to:


  Pineapple Press, Inc.


  P.O. Box 3889


  Sarasota, Florida 34230


  www.pineapplepress.com


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Post, Janet


  Alligator gold / by Janet Post. — 1st ed.


  p. cm. — (A cracker western)


  ISBN 978-1-56164-446-9 (hb : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-1-56164-447-6 (pb : alk. paper)


  1. United States—History—Civil War, 1861–1865—Fiction. 2. Veterans—Florida—Fiction. I. Title.


  PS3616.O8384A79 2009


  813’.6—dc22


  2008046291


  ISBN 978-1-56164-446-9 (hb)


  ISBN 978-1-56164-447-6 (pb)


  ISBN 978-1-56164-545-9 (e-book)


  First Edition


  Cover art by Janet Post


  Printed in the United States of America


  


  Contents [image: Images]


  Prologue


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Chapter 17


  Chapter 18


  Chapter 19


  Chapter 20


  Chapter 21


  Chapter 22


  Chapter 23


  Chapter 24


  Chapter 25


  Chapter 26


  Chapter 27


  Chapter 28


  About the Author


  


  Prologue [image: Images]


  “TELL ME WHERE IT’S HID,” Jake Barber demanded.


  Caleb Hawkins felt Barber’s scraggly beard brush the side of his face.


  “I swear on my mother’s grave, I’ll dig it up and give it all to your kid,” Barber said. “You’re done for.”


  “Your ma ain’t dead, Barber,” Hawkins said, his voice a raspy whisper. He knew he was a goner. Suffering from an acute attack of malaria, he lay on the floor of a tent in Pointe Lookout Union Prison somewhere in Maryland. Weak from the ravages of the disease and starvation, he knew he didn’t have much longer to live. The endless spring rains of 1864 coupled with the bad air off the marshes of the Chesapeake Bay, meager rations, and poor sanitation had Confederate soldiers dying like flies in the overcrowded camp. It looked to Hawk as though soon he’d be just another body in the nearby cemetery.


  Hawk and Barber had known each other for a long time. They both had grown up as cow hunters in central Florida. The Barber ranch was close to the ocean while Hawk’s father and mother had settled a little farther west.


  Hawk’s father had avoided trouble during the last Seminole War with the aid of friends among the Seminole Indians. With their help, he’d made a small fortune in gold doubloons rounding up Florida scrub cows and selling them to Cuba.


  Barber’s filthy hand clawed at the neck of Hawk’s ragged homespun shirt. “I see’d what you got hanging round your neck with that gator tooth. Is that the key to the treasure?”


  Barber gripped the tooth in two fingers. It was four inches long, yellowed, and curved. The tip was twisted and white. His fingers inched toward the key and Hawk pushed him away. He was weak, so weak.


  Hawk’s father never cared about spending the gold he brought home from Tampa after selling the cows each year. When Hawk’s father was a young man, he thought he’d like to be a preacher. It turned out, though, that while he liked God a lot, there were too many things about organized religion he didn’t like. He moved to Florida with his wife in 1832 and settled near the St. Johns River. All he cared about was working the cattle, the long days on the plains, and his small family. The gold he saved was stored in three chests Hawk hid away before he set out on his last cattle drive.


  Most of the folks who lived on the neighboring farms and ranches knew about old David Hawkins’ gold, including the Barbers. Now fate had landed Hawk in the same tent as Jake “the Snake” Barber, the youngest son of a prolific family, both of them prisoners of the Union Army.


  Hawk pushed Barber’s grasping hand farther away with the little strength he had. His arms felt like jelly. He couldn’t have lifted a spoon to feed himself even if there were something to eat. Malaria had him in its clutches and the fever was running high. He kept drifting in and out of reality. Half the time he thought he was out riding his marsh tacky under the clear blue Florida sky hunting for cows, his leopard dogs baying at the horse’s heels—then he’d wake shivering to find the cold tent roof over his head and the colder ground beneath his thin pallet.


  Barber had a one-track mind. He shook Hawk roughly. “Tell me where it’s hid, Hawkins. I’ll give it to your boy. I swear on my mother’s grave.”


  Maybe he should toss the man a crumb. It couldn’t hurt. Even if Snake were to try to find the gold, he wouldn’t, not where Hawk had hidden it. Unless you’d actually been there before and seen where Hawk hid the treasure, finding the secret of his hiding place would be impossible.


  He’d written a letter to Travis detailing how to find the treasure and entrusted it to Joseph, Jimmy Jumper’s son. Joseph had escaped the Yankees, but the odds of him making it across war-torn Georgia were slim. But as long as Jimmy Jumper still lived on the D-Wing, there was still someone who knew Hawk’s secret. Barber didn’t know it, but he was beating a dead horse. Hawk had covered all the angles.


  He and Barber had known each other forever, and what Hawk knew about the man was all bad. They’d never been friends, and sometimes they’d been enemies. Barber was known as a rustler and a horse thief. Hawk suspected Barber of stealing his cows and of altering the Hawkins D-Wing brand and ear notches.


  But even with good directions, Barber would never find the gold. So what difference did it make if he gave Barber a hint? It would surely get the man out of his face.


  And if Barber did figure out where to look, the three-legged monster gator that guarded Hawk’s hiding place would keep it safe. What harm was there in giving the greedy bastard a clue? Then Barber would go away and leave him alone. Alone, so he could slide into his visions, where he was warm and happy. Slide into death. It would be so easy, and Hawk knew it wasn’t that far away.


  He looked into Barber’s face, hideously scarred by a recent saber cut from eyebrow to chin. “I hid Pappy’s gold in the blue spring.”


  Barber’s little blue eyes lit up as he leaned forward eagerly, ready to demand details. When the tent flap flew open, he turned, with a snarl on his face, to see who was entering.


  “Is that Caleb Hawkins?” a tall Union sergeant asked, pointing to Hawk. He lifted his blue cap and smoothed red hair away from his brow. Hawk groaned and tried to rise, but fell back.


  The sergeant glared at Jake. “Well, is it Hawkins?”


  Snake Barber relaxed his grip on Hawk’s collar. He looked up at the soldier and finally nodded.


  The sergeant stuck his head outside the tent and beckoned to two enlisted men. They slipped into the tent, which was packed from one damp, mildewed gray wall to the other with Confederate soldiers, and eased their way through a maze of legs to Hawk’s corner. The first Yankee soldier picked Hawk up by his shoulders and the other grabbed his boots. “The provost marshal needs a blacksmith. We were told Caleb Hawkins is our man. Is that correct?”


  “I don’t know about smithing, but he’s the best damned horseshoer you’ll ever find,” Barber growled. “Where you taking him? I mean, he’s my friend and all. And he’s real sick.”


  The sergeant looked at Hawk. “Malaria?”


  Barber nodded. “I guess so.”


  “Major’s surgeon will fix him up. He’s got quinine.”


  Barber clambered to his feet as if to stop them. Before he could do or say anything, they were gone with Hawk, the key, and most of Hawk’s secret still unspoken.
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  CALEB HAWKINS SMILED FOR THE FIRST TIME in three years—three long years. He was home. Back in Florida, where he’d spent his entire life, except for those two years and two months he’d been in the custody of the Union Army.


  He’d never wanted to fight for the Confederacy, but he’d felt an obligation to help feed the army. In the fall of ’63, he’d been captured by a scouting party of Blue Bellies while delivering a herd of beef cattle to Brunswick, Georgia. The Rebels had hoped to get the beeves to the besieged troops at Ft. Sumter. Hawk knew the meat would never get that far. The Rebel army was starving. Everybody knew it.


  Hawk trotted along on Beau, his high-bred, bay thoroughbred stud, feeling the animal’s power, barely contained, beneath him. Major Brady, provost marshal of Pointe Lookout Prison Camp, had given Beau to him as a reward for service when the war ended and the camp had closed.


  Brady raised race horses and Hawk had shoed them for the last months he’d spent inside the walls of Pointe Lookout. Brady swore it was the excellent care Hawk lavished on those horses and his expertise with nippers, a rasp, and hot metal that won Brady so much money.


  Now that the war was over, Hawk couldn’t wait to get back to his farm on the St. Johns River, see his son, and resume the life the Civil War had so rudely interrupted.


  The July sun heated the crown of his floppy hat and warmed his back. He could smell last night’s rain shower steaming from the grass and scrub. His clothes were little more than rags, but he wore a brand-new pair of boots presented to him by Brady just before he’d left Maryland. The McClelland saddle he sat in was a gift as well.


  After leaving Alligator early that morning, Hawk had headed southeast toward Pilatka and the ferry crossing. Once he got there, he’d turn south toward Volusia Landing and home. The trail he followed wound through oak forests, scrub oaks, pines, palmetto thickets, and stretches of Florida prairie. He kept a sharp eye out for scrub cows, rattlesnakes, deer, possum, coons, or bear—anything he could shoot and stick in his mouth. He was hungry.


  He hadn’t eaten a decent meal since hitting the long road from Maryland. The South was a war-ravaged land. Most of the folks left behind after four years of fighting were weary, wary, and hungry. Bands of soldiers returning home, deserters, and the homeless scavenged as well. The result was a land barren of game, domestic livestock, fodder, and food.


  The sun was hovering over the western horizon when Hawk spotted a wagon. It was the first sign of humanity he’d seen since leaving Alligator. The wagon, piled high with valises, crates, and trunks, was parked under a tree. A tall woman with a long, blonde braid down her back was examining the right front hoof of the skinniest mule he’d ever laid eyes on. No more than a bag of bones covered in reddish fur, the big mule made no objection when the lady hoisted its foot and peered intently at the bottom. Undoubtedly the animal was too tuckered out to protest.


  Hawk’s stud nickered softly when he spotted the mule. Startled, the woman dropped the mule’s foot and stood up. Supporting her back with one hand, she shaded her eyes against the setting sun to look at him. A boy, almost as thin as the mule, appeared from behind the wagon and stood beside her, holding a shotgun as big as he was.


  Doffing his hat, Hawk pulled Beau to a stop. “Howdy, ma’am,” he said, smiling. Her eyes were huge and she appeared terrified. Hawk could now see she was in the family way.


  The skinny boy raised the shotgun and pointed it at Hawk. It shook. “Don’t come no closer, mister,” the boy said. “I’ll use this here gun.”


  “I don’t mean you no harm.” Hawk spoke in a soothing voice, the same one he’d use to gentle a crazy horse. “You look like you need some help. Is your mule limping?”


  “It’s okay, Sam,” the woman said to the boy, laying a hand on the barrel of the shotgun. “You go on and check the fire.”


  She turned her gaze on Hawk and he felt his heart flutter. She had intensely blue eyes set under arched brows. Her face was arresting in its beauty, with high cheekbones and a soft mouth. Her rounded belly only lent her an increased air of vulnerability. He shook his head. Such thoughts were ridiculous, he told himself, and only engendered by a long period of abstinence.


  “The mule turned up lame about a mile back,” she said in a voice rich with a Georgian accent. “I don’t think he can pull the wagon any farther.”


  “I’m going to tie Beau to this tree and look at your mule. If that’s okay by you,” Hawk said. “I’m a horseshoer. Maybe I can help.”


  As he tied Beau to the tree, he kept up a continuous flow of small talk. “You folks headed for Pilatka? I’m on my way home from the war. I plan to ferry across the river there.”


  He stepped closer to the skeletal mule, moving quietly. He ran a hand over the mule’s rump and up his side until he reached his head. The mule barely opened his eyes. When he picked up the animal’s foot, he saw its hoof was worn slap off. These people had come a long way and the poor old mule had hauled that wagon as far as he could without a set of shoes. He picked up each of the mule’s feet and saw the back ones had some foot left. The mule could probably make it on them with a trimming.


  “Your mule’s gonna need some shoes on these front feet of his. He’s not going much farther without ’em.”


  “Oh, no,” the woman said. “The poor creature has worked so hard for us with no complaints. We need him to get us to Pilatka. My husband’s sister, Rachel Carver, and her husband, Edward, live there.”


  “Well now, we’ll see what we can do to get this mule back on the road. My name’s Caleb Hawkins,” Hawk introduced himself, “but everybody calls me Hawk. I have some spare shoes in my bags. I might be able to make a couple fit.”


  The woman’s face flushed. “I can’t afford to pay you, Mr. Hawkins. I can fix you a hot meal, but I have no money.”


  “I don’t need money to help a lady and her boy in a bad situation. Any man worth his salt would help out here if he could. And a good supper sounds just like something I’ve been wanting for a long time.”


  She smiled for the first time, though Hawk noticed it was only her lips smiling. Her eyes stared straight into his without even the hint of a smile. “I’m Mrs. Madelaine Wilkes and this is my son, Sam. I’ll fix that supper while you work on poor John mule.”


  Hawk walked to Beau, unbuckled the girth, and pulled his saddle off. He set it at the base of a big tree on top of the saddle blankets, then tied Beau to a low hanging branch. Beau stretched his neck out and snagged a long strand of gray tree moss. Hawk left him chewing the moss contentedly.


  After removing his packs and saddlebags from the saddle, Hawk dug around in one for horseshoes. He found several racing shoes he’d made for Brady’s thoroughbreds in Maryland. They should fit the mule’s feet. He took several over to size and found two that would hang over in the back but that he thought he could get on. Without an anvil or a forge, shaping them to fit was out of the question.


  Hawk took off his gun belt and fastened on a pair of leather chaps. He found his hoof knife, a small leather pouch full of horseshoe nails, as well as his rasp, nippers, and shoeing hammer. They were all well-oiled and wrapped carefully in a square of leather tied with several leather thongs. He stepped close to the mule and laid his equipment out on the square of leather. Spitting on a whetstone, he sharpened the hoof knife, then tucked it into the pocket of his chaps. He ran his hand down the mule’s left front leg, picked up the hoof, bent over, and tucked it between his knees.


  The mule stood quietly napping while Hawk worked. He pared the mule’s sole with the hoof knife and filed it flat with his rasp. The shoe had to be nailed onto the hoof carefully. Hawk did it fast. He’d shoed many horses. When he was finished with both hooves, he stood back to check the fit, sniffing aroma-laden air. Something wonderful was cooking over at the woman’s campfire. His stomach growled.


  As he was repacking his bags, the woman’s boy came and squatted down next to Hawk to examine his tools. He had slender, delicate hands with the nails chewed to the beds. The boy seemed shy, just like his mother. But times were hard and the lessons learned over the last years harder.


  Sam picked up the nippers and turned them over in his hands. “What do these do, mister?”


  Hawk took the nippers and showed the boy how they worked. They had foot-long handles, were made of shiny steel, and looked like large pliers, with a flat edge for cutting. “These are sharp for cutting horse hooves. Some horses have pretty tough feet.”


  “Where is your home?” Sam asked.


  “Oh, I live about one hundred miles from here near the river,” Hawk said. “We find cattle out in the hammocks and the prairie and sell them.”


  “Was your family safe during the war?”


  Hawk looked at him and thought he detected a deep sadness in the child’s eyes. He looked closer and made a startling discovery. Sam could not possibly be a boy. Or if he was, he was the prettiest boy ever born; badly cropped hair and boys’ clothes could not hide the child’s fine complexion, rosebud lips, delicate nose, and long, sooty eyelashes. “I only have a son,” Hawk said. “I hope he’s safe. I haven’t been home in a very long while.”


  Sam looked surprised. “Then who’s looking after him?”


  “Jimmy Jumper takes care of Travis. Him and his wife, Judy Bill, live on my ranch and look after things for me when I’m gone. Jimmy’s son, Joseph, was with me on the cattle drive to Georgia. That was when I got captured by Yankees and taken off to prison. They thought I was a spy,” Hawk finished.


  “What kind of name is Jumper?”


  Hawk finished packing his bags and stood up. “It’s a Seminole name. My pappy had Seminoles helping him on his ranch since before I was born.”


  “Seminole Indians? I thought Indians were bad.”


  “They’re friendly,” Hawk said. “At least they always have been to my family. We help them and they help us. My wife was part Seminole.”


  “Where’s she at?”


  “She passed away, son. All I have left is my boy.”


  Madelaine Wilkes’s daughter looked sad. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Did your wife die because of the war?”


  “No, she died having a baby, a little girl. It was all my fault,” Hawk said. “I shouldn’t have let her work so hard.”


  “Did the baby die, too?”


  “Yes,” Hawk said sadly. “They both died.”


  “Did you cry? If my mama died, I’d surely cry.”


  “No, son, I haven’t cried since I was a young ’un. My pappy beat that inclination out of me a long time before I was your age.”


  No, crying was not something Hawk did. He’d started to cry when his ma died and Pappy had given him the whooping of his life. Pappy hadn’t cried, he’d just gone off into the woods and stayed there for two days. When he came back, he never brought up Ma again. It was like she’d never existed as far as he was concerned.


  “That sure is a pretty horse, mister,” Sam said as Hawk wiped Beau off with a piece of sacking and gave him a handful of corn. “He’s a big ’un.”


  “Yes, he’s big. I think I’ll breed him to my smaller marsh tackies and get me a horse my legs don’t hang to the ground on.”


  “What’s a marsh tacky?”


  Madelaine Wilkes walked up and put her hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Don’t bother the man anymore, Sam. You ask too many questions. Go gather some wood for the fire, sugar. I’m almost out.” She looked into Hawk’s face. “I hope Sam wasn’t bothering you. I know he can be a pest with those questions of his. He’s always sticking his nose into everything.”


  “He wasn’t bothering me, Mrs. Wilkes. I haven’t spoken to a child in a long time. I miss my own son.”


  Madelaine went back to her cooking and Hawk hung his Colt Army-model pistol by a cord on his saddle. He kept the Bowie knife in a sheath tied with a leather thong at his waist.


  He’d been lucky. Brady had given him a revolver, a carbine, and some ammunition, along with the knife, for the long journey home. He’d said no man should go unprotected or without a way to kill, cut up, and clean game for food. And Brady had insisted Hawk take the tools of his trade as well, so along his route he had done some hoof trimming to earn a little cash and food. Where there were horses, there would always be the need for a shoer. A horse was only as good as his feet.


  Leaving Beau tied to the tree, he entered the small clearing where Madelaine Wilkes had chosen to build a cookfire. Hawk found a fallen log nearby and dragged it closer to the fire. He checked it out for vermin before plunking his butt down. You could never be too careful; Florida had more than its share of serpents, alligators, scorpions, and venomous spiders.


  Stew bubbled in a kettle hung over the cookfire. A shallow Dutch oven sat on the coals along with a smaller, covered, cast-iron pot. Madelaine Wilkes handed him a fine china dish decorated with delicate rosebuds. Hawk looked it over and realized she must have brought everything she owned in that wagon. No wonder it was piled so high and no wonder the mule was half dead from dragging the thing.


  She ladled stew onto the pretty plate and added a scoop of something orange. Hawk sniffed appreciatively as he accepted a chunk of cornbread and a spoon from Sam.


  “It’s nothing but turtle stew and sweet potato casserole,” she said. “Sam found the big tortoise just walking down the road. I knew him for an old gentleman, but I thanked the Lord for His gift, and though a little chewy, the turtle is quite delicious.”


  Hawk tasted his first bite and almost groaned. It wasn’t just good, it was incredible. “What’s in this stew besides gopher turtle?” he asked around a large mouthful.


  “Sam and I found an abandoned garden in the slave quarters of a burned-out plantation near Moultrie,” she said. “It was like finding a treasure. We dug up some turnips, carrots, and sweet potatoes and even found some wild mustards and collards. An old corn crib had burned to the ground nearby and when we dug through the ashes, we were able to salvage a bag of corn for poor John mule. Though to look at him, you’d think he’d never eaten a scrap of food in his life.”


  Hawk took a bite out of the orange stuff and realized he was in the presence of a woman who knew her way around a kitchen, or in this case, a campfire. The soft sweet potatoes melted in his mouth. And the cornbread was better than any he’d ever tasted. “How old is that mule?”


  Madelaine spoke softly in her creamy accent. It sounded so good, Hawk had trouble following what she was saying. He just liked listening to her voice. “I believe John is well over twenty. He belonged to Henry, my old houseboy. After the bands of deserters stole or killed every animal on my farm, John was the only one left. And when the Yankees came, they didn’t want him either. I guess he’s so skinny and old that they thought he was too tough to eat and too weak to pull a wagon. But John is strong and too ornery to die.”


  Hawk hated to ruin the pleasant mood around the campfire with questions about this woman’s life, but he was curious. He could understand why she had turned her daughter into a boy—a lovely girl like that would be prey for every low-down deserter and outlaw on the road. But where was the father of Madelaine Wilkes’s child? And why had she left her home to travel through such dangerous territory by herself?


  When he’d cleaned his plate, he leaned back against a tree. “Do you mind if I smoke?”


  She shook her head. “No, please do. I have to clean up anyway.”


  Hawk was immediately overcome with guilt. He leaped to his feet. “Is there anything I can do?” He hated to see her working in her condition. He’d always blamed himself for Katie’s death. He should have sheltered her more and kept her from working so hard.


  “There’s very little to do and Sam helps me,” she said. “But I do thank you for your kind offer.”


  While she and the daughter worked clearing plates and cookery, wiping them off and packing the remaining food into the wagon, he took out an old corncob pipe and filled it with tobacco. It was the one commodity he’d managed to buy along the road. “So, why did you leave your farm?” he asked.


  She stood up and smoothed the folds of a tattered gingham apron over her rounded belly. “All of the members of my family were killed or died in the war. I couldn’t keep our farm. I had no slaves left to work it and a band of Yankee and Confederate deserters had moved into the house. Between the deserters taking everything they wanted and destroying what they didn’t, it was a miracle the house still stood. There are so many terrible memories there, memories of things I must learn to forget. I decided to take Sam and go where war has not destroyed the land and corrupted the people. I want Sam to live somewhere safe.”


  “Is that why you’re headed for Pilatka?” Hawk puffed on the pipe and ran a hand through his dark hair. She was so pretty. Suddenly he longed for a bath, a shave, and some decent clothes.


  “Yes, my husband’s sister lives in East Pilatka. I believe we have to cross the river to get there.”


  “Uh, if you don’t mind my asking,” Hawk cleared his throat, “what happened to Mr. Wilkes?”


  Color stained her cheeks. Oh no, Hawk thought. I’ve gone and put my foot in it now.


  She turned away so Hawk could not see her face. “He died at Shiloh fighting under General Beauregard,” she said.


  Hawk barely managed to mask his surprise. “I’m so sorry for your terrible loss, ma’am,” he said. Shiloh was fought in April of ’62. So who was the father of Mrs. Wilkes’s baby?


  “Oh, I know what you’re thinking, Mr. Hawkins,” she said, her voice hard. Straightening her back, she held her head high. “You want to know who the father of my unborn child is. Well, I was assaulted.” Her shoulders suddenly slumped and her voice cracked. “I was assaulted over and over again by a depraved deserter who inhabited my house without my permission. He said his name was Jake, but his men only called him Snake, and he had a hideous scar across his face. The deserters took over my house and my life, cruelly murdered all of my people, and took anything they wanted.”


  Madelaine’s fine lips drew back in a snarl. Her eyes narrowed as she said, “One day I will find him and kill him.”
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  MADELAINE WATCHED CALEB HAWKINS fashion a set of hobbles out of several strips of leather and attach them to John mule’s front legs. “Your mule needs to graze at night, Mrs. Wilkes,” he said. “That’s one of the reasons he’s so thin. That and he’s old as Moses.”


  “I did not know that,” she said. “Have I been starving the poor old thing out of ignorance? I guess I thought the corn was enough.”


  She couldn’t stop looking at the man. He had such an interesting face. He wasn’t exactly handsome, but his eyes were large, brown, and so warm, especially when he gazed at her. His cheeks were hollow and covered with several days’ growth of dark beard. His hips were lean, his legs long, and his stomach flat. He was tall, with wide shoulders and heavily muscled arms. The corded sinews of his neck extended into a broad chest. He must have developed that physique working with metal and horses. Under his hat was a wealth of dark brown hair.


  Madelaine felt herself blushing. Never had she looked at a man so closely. What if he noticed? He would think her fast and forward. She shook off the unfamiliar attraction. Behind his warm brown eyes and under his strong chest, he was after all, just another man.


  Madelaine had had a lot of bad experiences with men, starting when she was just a child. Her father had been stern and cold. He’d beaten her when he felt she needed it. The beatings had always been extremely severe, leaving bruises and welts. She thought she was escaping his brutality when she married at seventeen. Unfortunately, her husband had been of the same inclination. The beatings, though less severe, were always followed by disgusting, painful visits to the marriage bed. Beneath the skin, men were all the same.


  Sarah slipped up beside her and slid her hand into Madelaine’s. “He seems like a nice man,” she whispered.


  “Hush,” Madelaine said. “It’s impolite to discuss people behind their backs.”


  Hawk finished working on the hobbles and stepped back to allow John mule to follow his horse into the nearby grass. John seemed to understand the hobbles and was soon cropping grass beside his elegant companion.


  “I think we’ll be going to bed now,” she said to Hawk. “Thank you for all you’ve done for us.”


  He made a small bow and said, “It was nothing. I did what any man would do for a woman in need. I’m just lucky I had the skills necessary to render you aid.”


  Madelaine knew differently, but didn’t say so. The men of her acquaintance had never been of assistance to her or wished to be. They had all been shallow, self-centered users who viewed women as little more than slaves to their various needs.


  She and Sarah unrolled their sleeping pallets under the wagon and prepared for a night’s rest. She carefully unbraided her long hair, brushed it, and then braided it again while Sarah watched. A pang of remorse hit her. Poor Sarah’s hair was so short. Before the deserters had arrived at her home, Sarah’s hair had been long and the color of corn silk. Then Sarah had become Sam and the hair had been cropped.


  But even with short hair and dressed in boys’ clothing, Madelaine had hidden Sarah in the root cellar the entire time those horrible men occupied Twelve Oaks. They were so low and so perverted that a pretty boy would no doubt have faired just as ill as a pretty girl. She hadn’t even fought them or complained about their mistreatment. She’d needed to be able to move about freely. Keeping Sarah safe had been her only consideration. Even if she died in the effort, Sarah would never endure what she had, never.


  Some hours later, Madelaine woke to the sound of a gunshot. She sat up so suddenly she banged her head on the wagon axle. Sarah bolted to a sitting position beside her and Maddy quickly reached over to place a hand across the girl’s mouth. Fear clawed at her insides and hot bile burned in her throat. She had to fight the urge to take Sarah and start running.


  Sarah nodded her understanding and Madelaine let go. Maddy rolled over and rested on one elbow, protecting the mound of her belly. It was pitch black, without even a glimmer of moon or stars to light the surrounding prairie and scrub. An owl hooted and Maddy held her breath. She smelled pine tar in the clear night air and the earthy scent of the soil beneath their pallets.


  Two more shots rang out and Madelaine clenched her hands into fists. Please, Lord, let us get to dear Rachel’s house safely, she prayed. We’ll be safe once we are with her and her husband.


  A shadowy figure emerged from the gloom. Maddy stiffened momentarily, then sighed with relief. It was Mr. Hawkins. As gracefully as a woman eight months pregnant could, she scrambled out from under the wagon, wrapping an old paisley shawl tightly around herself.


  Hawk was carrying an enormous pistol in his right hand and dragging a man along by his shirt with his left hand. He did this with ease, even though Maddy could clearly see that the bulky figure was no lightweight.


  “What’s happening, Mr. Hawkins? Who’s shooting?” Maddy asked in a voice that sounded strange to her own ears.


  “This man was trying to rustle Beau and your mule. When I tried to stop him, he fired on me. I shot at him, and I think I’ve killed him,” Mr. Hawkins said as he crammed the big pistol into his belt. “I saw another one in the bushes and I got off a shot at him before he disappeared.”


  “It’s a miracle that you woke up,” Maddy said. Her heart sank at the thought of losing John, old and cantankerous as he was. Without the mule, there was no way they would make it to Pilatka. They’d have to abandon the wagon and all their possessions. It was just too terrible to think on.


  “I wasn’t asleep, ma’am,” Hawk said. “I was keeping watch. Out here in the wilds, all kinds of deserters, outlaws, and ruffians abound, as you now see.”


  “But, Mr. Hawkins, when do you sleep?” she asked, genuinely surprised.


  “I would have caught a nap after you and the boy woke up. I don’t need much sleep, and I can rest while I ride. It’s better to lose a little shut-eye than wind up dead or afoot, which in these parts is just about as good as dead.”


  “You should have asked me to share the watch with you,” she said. “I would gladly have done so.”


  He chuckled. “I don’t think so, ma’am. No offense, but in your condition, you need your rest.”


  She turned her attention to the dead man. “What do we do with him?”


  “He’s not alone,” Hawk said. “I saw at least one more. Outlaws usually travel in small bands. I’ll take care of his body after I gather up your mule and Beau. I think my stud is what attracted them, and I’m truly sorry.”


  She held the shawl over her belly with one hand and reached out, brushing his arm with the tips of her fingers. “Don’t be sorry, Mr. Hawkins. All I can think is, what would have happened to me and Sam if they had come upon us while we were alone?”


  Hawk disappeared into the gloom and came back minutes later leading his big stud horse. John mule, relieved of his hobbles, was right behind Hawk’s horse. After tying both animals to the wagon, Hawk went to his saddle where it leaned against the twisting roots of a large turkey oak and yanked his rifle out of the attached scabbard.


  He motioned to Maddy to get behind the wagon just as a shot rang out from the blackness and thudded into the tree. Frozen, Maddy clearly heard the thunk as the bullet buried itself in the thick bark of the oak. Two more shots followed and Hawk dove behind the wagon, grabbing Maddy’s arm and dragging her with him.


  “I thought as much,” he said. “There’s more of them. They must want Beau.”


  “Why would they want your horse, Mr. Hawkins?” Maddy gasped, breathless from fear and the sudden leap to safety.


  “Call me Hawk, will you? Beau is a very valuable animal. His bloodlines are the best and he can outrun any horse in Florida, maybe any horse in this country. They probably think they can sell him. And maybe they’re hungry. They might want to eat your mule.”


  Hawk cocked the rifle and fired a shot into the darkness. He pulled the big pistol out of his belt and handed it to Maddy. “Here. Don’t fire it until you see someone to shoot at.” He turned to Sarah and said, “Use that scattergun of yours, son.”


  Another shot rang out and Hawk quickly cocked his rifle and fired back. Maddy easily made out the muzzle flash of the distant gun in the darkness, as did Hawk, apparently. His next well-aimed shot drew a scream from one of their assailants.


  “How many are out there?” Maddy asked. She held the big pistol in front of her with both hands, while Sarah had the shotgun resting on the side rails of the wagon.


  “Two less than there were,” Hawk said.


  The man Maddy had thought was dead began to moan. “He’s alive,” she said to Hawk.


  He dropped to his belly and inched his way to the injured outlaw. Hawk grabbed the man by the collar and Maddy could see the outlaw was older; his whiskers were gray and his lanky hair was thin and revealed a bald spot. She couldn’t see how badly he was hurt. The sandy Florida soil beneath him was absorbing any blood and it was too dark to see the nature and extent of his wounds.


  “How many men are out there?” Hawk hissed into the man’s face as he hoisted him by the lapels of a dark duster and shook him.


  The man groaned. “Tell me how many men are with you,” Hawk demanded. “Or I’ll finish you off right now.”


  Another shot rang out from the camp’s perimeter. Hawk dropped lower and shook the man harder.


  “There were six of us,” the outlaw gasped. “You shot one, so that leaves four out there, but one’s only a boy.”


  Hawk dropped the man into the sand and scrambled behind the wagon. “I’m going after them,” he said to Maddy. “Take the carbine and answer their fire.”


  Shocked, Maddy grabbed his arm. “You can’t go out there—they’ll kill you.”


  He grinned. “They can’t kill what they can’t see.”


  He grabbed charcoal out of the fire pit, blackened his face, and took the big Bowie knife out of its sheath.


  “Remember to return fire when they shoot at you,” he said. Armed with his Colt and the knife, he slipped into the darkness.


  Maddy and Sarah huddled behind the wagon. Far to the east, the horizon began to glow dull red as the sun inched closer to a new dawning. Fear, her constant companion for most of the last four years, received a fresh load of fuel and burned hot in her stomach. She strained her eyes watching for Mr. Hawkins as she and Sarah waited.


  The silence was frightening. The injured man had ceased moaning or moving. Was it un-Christian-like to hope he succumbed to his injuries? The big stallion and John propped themselves up on three legs, cocked a hip, and dozed.


  A sudden scream rang out and ended in a horrible gurgle. Maddy had to resist the urge to scream, too. The scream was followed by a volley of shots. The stud and John mule plunged and pulled back, stretching their tethers to the limit as two riders burst into view. Sarah loosed one of the barrels of the shotgun, blowing the bigger rider clean off his horse even as the force of it knocked her to the ground. The blasted outlaw tumbled conveniently on top of the one shot earlier and lay still.


  “I got him, Mama,” Sarah whispered.


  “Bless you, my darling,” Maddy said. “And you’ve piled them up so neatly as well.”


  Sarah giggled and Maddy was conscious of a feeling of remorse over the way her poor daughter had been raised. But she consoled herself with the thought that Sarah had never had to endure assaults on her person or experience the helplessness and humiliation of being trapped in a relationship that tortured the body and smothered the soul. Sarah could shoot the shotgun and a pistol with some accuracy and had shown her courage in more than one dreadful situation. She knew to do what she was told with no complaints. This one accomplishment alone had probably saved her life. Perhaps she would grow up and look back on these years with understanding.


  A figure materialized in the gloom of early dawn. After a moment of concern, Maddy saw it was Hawk walking towards them, leading three horses. As he approached the wagon, the fat, injured man lying beneath the outlaw Sarah had blasted into eternity groaned and struggled to rid himself of his dead fellow.


  Hawk tied the three horses to a nearby oak tree by looping each set of reins over a low-hanging branch. He bent over and shoved the dead body off the groaning outlaw and helped him to sit.


  In the early-dawn light, Maddy saw blood from a wound high on the outlaw’s shoulder had covered the sleeve of his black duster and dripped down the front of his filthy homespun shirt. His belly burst through the shirt in two places where buttons were missing and hung over the top of a pair of pants so dirty their original color was impossible to determine. The bottoms of his pants were stuffed into a pair of boots, the leather old and sagging over the soles. The left boot had a hole in the toe and Maddy could see he wore no socks.


  Hawk helped the outlaw move to the wagon, where he sat down with his back to the rear wheel. “Thank ye kindly,” he said in a wheezy baritone.


  “Are they all gone?” Maddy asked.


  “I killed two out there just now, and Sam got one. There was the one I took care of earlier. I saw no sign of him, and I think the boy escaped too. According to this guy,” he pointed to the man sitting against the wagon wheel, “that should be the lot.”


  He began rifling through the saddlebags of the three horses. He pulled out a small sack of coins, handed it to Maddy, then gathered a staggering pile of firearms, weapons, and ammunition. He took a long whip off one saddle and unwound it. He cracked it a couple of times and smiled. “It’s been a long time since I had a whip in my hands, and this is a fine one.”


  After coiling it carefully, he placed it with his own saddle. Then he untied the cinches of a bulky saddle with a four-inch horn and a deep seat, snatched it off a stout bay horse, and tossed it next to his own gear. “I will be glad to get back into a big, comfortable saddle,” he said. “The Army can have all the McClelland saddles it wants.”


  “Should we be taking these men’s possessions?” Maddy felt weird about benefiting from their deaths.


  “They were planning to kill you … or worse, and steal everything we had,” Mr. Hawkins said. “And I don’t think they’re going to be needing any of this stuff anytime soon.”


  He turned to the fat man. “Who are you?”


  “The name is Roscoe Beale,” he said. “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance. Exactly what do you plan to do with me?”


  “Well, Mr. Beale, as far as I’m concerned you’re free to go. You can have that sorry roan gelding tied to yonder tree and any of this stuff that’s yours,” Mr. Hawkins said. “But first, I am hoping you’ll answer a few questions, like who are these men you were riding with and what did they want with us?”


  “Three were deserters, and I think two of them were brothers. I met them at a drinking establishment in Moultrie,” Beale said. “I was planning to travel with them as far as Pilatka and catch the riverboat to Jacksonville.”


  “That’s a pretty roundabout way to get to Jacksonville,” Hawkins said.


  “Well, they planned to … I mean, I’d hoped …” Beale hesitated.


  “Oh, I get it,” Mr. Hawkins said. “They planned to steal and rob their way to Pilatka and you hoped to enjoy some of the spoils.”


  “I’m truly sorry,” Beale said. “I’ve fallen on hard times, and I thought I saw a way to improve my situation. I know it was wrong.”


  “Why in the world did they take you on?” Hawk asked. “No offense intended, but you don’t seem like the outlaw type or of much use to this bunch.”


  “I understand perfectly,” Beale said, “and I’m not offended. I can cook, and I have certain skills with explosives they thought they might use.”


  “You still haven’t said why they attacked this woman and her boy.”


  Beale ran his hand over his head, touching a big red welt on his forehead with the tips of his fingers. “It wasn’t the woman or the kid they was after. They coveted your fine horse.”


  Maddy listened for a few minutes as the two men talked, then decided to cook some breakfast. She had no taste for the stew but thought the cornbread and sweet potatoes would be good.


  As she was stoking up the fire, Hawk brought her a greasy burlap sack. “There’s a slab of bacon in this.” He handed the sack to her and another leather bag. She opened the second bag and found salt in a twist of brown paper, as well as lard, flour, and plenty of dried pink beans.


  “I’ll get rid of the bodies while you’re cooking,” he said.


  “Are you going to bury them?”


  “Don’t have time for it. There’s a sinkhole in that hammock across the trail. I’m going to drag them over there and dump them. Buzzards got to eat, too.”


  Maddy stared hard at Hawk. One minute he was kind, considerate, and civilized, and the next he would shock her with the most primitive behavior. He had killed those men without a moment’s hesitation. And she had to admit, she was glad. She’d learned the hard way what hesitation could cost. She rubbed her belly. If she had opened fire on those deserters the minute they stepped on her land … well, not doing so was something for which she had berated herself every day of the last year.


  When breakfast was ready, Mr. Hawkins took Mr. Beale a plate. The fat man ate like he was starving, shoving food into his mouth and spilling crumbs and grease onto his shirt. When he was finished eating, he wiped his mouth with the tail of his shirt, stood up, and rubbed his belly. He’d found his wide-brimmed floppy hat in the dirt close to the camp. It must have fallen off when Hawk dragged him to the wagon. He swept it off as he bowed low to Madelaine. “The meal was delicious. I thank you, ma’am, for your courtesy and compassion. I will remember you and Mr. Hawkins well if ever we meet again.” He then turned to Hawk. “Sir, if you ever have need of my services, please feel free to call upon me. I am deeply in your debt.”


  Mr. Beale then hauled his portly self onto the back of the rickety roan.


  As they watched him ride into the rising sun, Hawk began brushing his horse. “It’s time I saddled up and was on my way,” he said. “That big bay seems kind of gentle. You might want to hitch him to the wagon and give poor John a rest.”


  He was going to ride off and leave them? Suddenly Maddy felt like she’d known Hawk forever and couldn’t conceive of traveling without his protection. She walked to the wagon, sat down beside Sarah on the tailgate, loosed her hair from its long braid, and
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