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Chapter 1

The Beginning of it

If you would glimpse the savagewhich normally lies asleep,thank God,
in most of us, you have only to do this thing of which | shall tell you, and
from some safe sanctuary where leaden couriers may not bear prema-
turely the tidings of man's debasement,watch the world below. You may
seecivilization swing back with a snap to savagery and worseNbecause
savagery enlightened by the civilization of centuries is a deadly thing to
let loose among men. Our savage forebears were but superior animals
groping laboriously after economic security and a social condition that
would yield most prolifically the fruit of all the world's desire,
happiness; to-day, when we swing back to something akin to savagery,
we do it for lust of gain, like our forebears, but we do it wittingly. So, if
you would look upon the unlovely spectacleof civilized men turned sav-
age,and seethem toil painfully back to lawful living, you have but to do
this:

Seeka spot remote from the great centers of our vaunted civilization,
where Nature, in awanton gold-revel of her own, hassprinkled her river
beds with the shining dust, hidden it away under ledges, buried it in
deep canyons in playful miserliness and salved with its potent glow the
time-scars upon the cheeksof her gaunt mountains. You have but to find
atiny bit of Nature's gold, fling it in the face of civilization and raise the
hunting cry. Then, from that safe sanctuary which you have chosen,you
may look your fill upon the awakening of the primitive in man; seehim
throw off civilization asa sleeper flings aside the cloak that has covered
him; watch the savages fight, whom your gold has conjured.

They will come, those savages; straight as the arrow flies they will
come, though mountains and deserts and hurrying rivers bar their way.
And the plodding, law-abiding citizens who kiss their wives and hold
closetheir babiesand fling hasty, comforting words over their shoulders
to tottering old mothers when they go to answer the hunting callNthey
will be your savageswhen the gold lust grips them. And the towns they



build of their greed will be but the nucleus of all the crime let loose upon
the land. There will be men among your savages;men in whom the finer
stuff outweighs the grossnessand the greed. But to save their lives and
that thing they prize more than life or gold, and call by the name of hon-
or or friendship or justiceNthat thing which is the essenceof all the fine-
nessin their naturesNto save that and their lives they also must fight,
like savages who would destroy them.

There was a little, straggling hamlet born of the Mission which the
padres founded among the sand hills beside a great, uneasy stretch of
water which a dreamer might liken to a naughty child that had run away
from its mother, the ocean,through a little gateway which the land left
open by chance and was hiding there among the hills, listening to the
calling of the surf voice by night, out there beyond the gate, and lying
sullen and still when mother oceansentthe fog and the tides a-seeking;a
truant child that played by itself and danced little wave danceswhich it
had learned of its mother ages agone, and laughed up at the hills that
smiled down upon it.

The padres thought mostly of the savageswho lived upon the land,
and strove earnestly to teach them the lessonswhich, sandal-shod, with
crucifix to point the way, they had marched up from the south to set be-
fore thesechildren of the wild. Also came ships, searching for that truant
ocean-child, the bay, of which men had heard; and so the hamlet was
born of civilization.

Came afterwards noblemen from Spain, with parchments upon which
the king himself had sethis seal.Mile upon mile, they chosethe land that
pleased them best; and by virtue of the king's word called it their own.
They drove cattle up from the south to feed upon the hills and in the val-
leys. They brought beautiful wives and setthem a-queening it over spa-
cious homes which they built of clay and native wood and furnished
with the luxuries they brought with them in the ships. They reared
lovely daughters and strong, hot-blooded sons; and they grew rich in
cattle and in contentment, in this paradise which Nature had set apart
for her own playground and which the zeal of the padres had found and
claimed in the name of God and their king.

The hamlet beside the bay was small, but it received the ships and the
goods they brought and bartered for tallow and hides; and although the
place numbered lessthan athousand souls, it was large enough to please
the dons who dwelt like the patriarchs of old in the valleys.



Then Chance, that sardonic jester who loves bestto thwart the dearest
desires of men and warp the destiny of nations, became piqued at the
peace and the plenty in the land which lay around the bay. Chance,
knowing well how bestand quickest to let savagery loose upon the land,
plucked a handful of gold from the breast of Nature, held it aloft that all
the world might be made mad by the gleam of it, and raised the hunting
call.

Chance also it was that took the trails of two adventurous young fel-
lows whose earshad caught her cry of "Good hunting" and settheir faces
westward from the plains of Texas; but here her jest was kindly. The
young fellows took the trail together and were content. Together they
heard the hunting call and went seeking the gold that was luring thou-
sands across the deserts; together they dug for it, found it, shared it
when all was done. Together they heeded the warning of falling leaf and
chilling night winds, and with buckskin bags comfortably heavy went
down the mountain trail to SanFrancisco,that ugly, moiling center of the
savagery, to idle through the winter.

Here, becauseof certain traits which led each man to seek the thing
that pleased him best, the trail forked for a time. One was caught in the
turgid whirlpool which was the sporting element of the town, and
would not leave it. Him the gamesand the women and the fighting drew
irresistibly. The other sickened of the place, and one day when all the
grassy hillsides shone with the golden glow of poppies to prove that
spring was near, almost emptied a bag of gold becausehe had seenand
fancied a white horse which a drunken Spaniard from the San Joaquin
was riding up and down the narrow strip of sand which was a street,
showing off alike his horsemanship and his drunkenness. The horse he
bought, and the outfit, from the silver-trimmed saddle and bridle to the
rawhide riata hanging coiled upon one side of the narrow fork and the
ivory-handled Colt's revolver tucked snugly in its holster upon the other
side. Pleasedasa child over a Christmas stocking, he straightway moun-
ted the beautiful beast and galloped away to the south, still led by
Chance, the jester.

He returned in aweek, enamored alike of his horse and of the ranch he
had discovered. He was going back, he said. There were cattle by the
thousandsNand he was a cattleman, from the top of his white sombrero
to the tips of his calfskin boots, for all he had bent his back laboriously all
summer over a hole in the ground, and had idled in town since Thanks-
giving. He was a cowboy (vaguero was the name they used in those
pleasant valleys) and so was his friend. And he had found a cowboy's



paradise, and a welcome which a king could not cavil at. Would Jack
stake himself to a horse and outfit, and come to Palo Alto till the snow
was well out of the mountains and they could go back to their mine?

Jackblew three small smoke-rings with nice precision, watched them
float and fade while he thought of a certain girl who had lately smiled
upon himNand in return had got smile for smileNand said he guessed
he'd stick to town life for a while.

"Old Don Andres Picardo's a prince," argued Dade, "and he's got a
rancho that's a paradise on earth. Likes us gringosNwhich is more than
most of 'em doNand said his house and all he's got is half mine, and
nothing but the honor's all his. You know the Spaniards; seems like
Texas,down there. | told him | had a partner, and he said he'd be doubly
honored if it pleased my partner to sleep under his poor roofNred tiles,
by the way, and not so poor!Nand sit at his table. One of the ‘fine old
families,’ they are, Jack. | came back after you and my traps."

“That fellow you bought the white caballo from got shot that same
night," Jackobserved irrelevantly. "He was weeping all over me part of
the evening, becausehe'd sold the horse and you had pulled out so he
couldn't buy him back. Then he cameinto Billy Wilson's place and satin-
to a game at the table next to mine; and some kind of a quarrel started.
He'd overlooked that gun on the saddle, it seems,and so he only had a
knife. He whipped it out, first pass,but a bullet got him in the heart. The
fellow that did itN" Jack blew two more rings and watched them ab-
sentlyN"the Committee rounded him up and took him out to the oak,
next morning. Trial took about fifteen minutes, all told. They had him
hung, in their own minds, before the greaserquit kicking. | knowthe man
shot in self-defense;| saw the Spaniard pull his knife and start for him
with blood in his eye. But some of the Committee had it in for Sandy,
and soNit was adios for him, poor devil. They murdered him in cold
blood. | told them so, too. | told themN"

"Yes, | haven't the slightest doubt of that!" Dade flung away a half-
smoked cigarette and agitatedly began to roll another one. "That's one
reasonwhy | want you to come down to Palo Alto, Jack.You know how
things are going here, lately; and Perkins hates you since you took the
part of that peon he was beating up,Nand, by the way, | saw that same
Injun at Don Andres' rancho. Now that Perkins is Captain, you'll getinto
trouble if you hang around this burg without some one to hold you
down. This ain't any place for a man that's got your temper and tongue.
Say, | heard of a horseN"



“No, you don't! You can't lead me out like that, old boy. I'm all right;
Bill Wilson and | are pretty good friends; and Bill's almost as high a card
asthe Committee, if it ever cameto a show-down. But it won't. I'm not a
fool; | didn't quarrel with them, honest. They had me up for a witness
and | told the truthNwhich didn't happen to jibe with the verdict they
meant to give. The Captain as good as said so, and | just pleasantly and
kindly told him that in my opinion Sandy was a better man than any one
of 'em. That's all there was to it. The Captain excused me from the wit-
nesschair, and | walked out of the tent. And we're friendly enough when
we meet; so you needn't worry about me."

"Better come, anyway," urged Dade, though he was not hopeful of
winning his way.

Jackshook his head. "No, | don't want anything of country life just yet.
| had all the splendid solitude my system needs, this last summer. You
like it; you're akind of alone rider anyway. You never did mix well. You
go back and honor Don Andres with your presenceNand he is honored.
If the old devil only knew it! Maybe, later onNSo you like your new
horse, huh? What you going to call him?"

Dade grinned alittle. "Rememberthat picture in Shakespeareof 'White
Surry'? Or it was in Shakespeatretill you tore it out to start a fire, that wet
night; remember? The arch in his neck, and all? | hadn't gone a mile on
him till | was calling him Surry; and say, Jack,he's a wonder! Come out
and take alook at him. Can't be more than four yearsold, and gentle asa
kitten. That poor devil knew how to train a horse, even if he didn't have
any senseabout whisky. I'll bet money couldn't have touched him if the
man had been sober."

He stopped in the doorway and looked up and down the street with
open disgust. "Come on down to Picardo's, Jack;what the deuce is there
here to hold you? How a man that knows horses and the range, can
stand for thisN" he waved a gloved hand at the squalid streetN"is
something | can't understand. To me, it's like hell with the lid off. What's
holding you anyway? Another se—orita?"

“I'm making more money here lately than | did in the mine." Jack
evaded smoothly. "I won a lot last night. Whee-ee! Say, you played in
some luck yourself, old man, when you bought that outfit. That saddle
and bridle's worth all you paid for the whole thing. White Surry, eh? He
has got a neckNand, Lord, look at those legs!"

"Climb on and try him out once!"invited Dade guilefully. If he could
stir the horseman's blood in Jack'sveins, he thought he might get him
away from town.



"Haven't time right now, Dade. | promised to meet a friendN"

Dade shrugged his shoulders and painstakingly smoothed the hair tas-
sel which dangled from the browband. The Spaniard had owned a fine
eye for effect when he chosejet black trappings for Surry, who was white
to his shining hoofs.

"All right; I'll put him in somewhere till after dinner. Then I'm going to
pull out again. | can't stand this hell-pot of a townNnot after the Picardo
hacienda."

"I wonder," grinned Jack slyly, "if there isn't a se—orita at Palo Alto?"

He got no answer of any sort. Dade was combing with his fingers the
crinkled mane which fell to the very chest of his new horse, and if he
heard he made no betraying sign.



Chapter 2

The Vigilantes

Bill Wilson cameto the door of his saloon and stood with his hands on
his hips, looking out upon the heterogeneous assembly of virile man-
hood that formed the bulk of San Francisco's population a year or two
after the first gold cry had beenraised. Above his head flapped the great
cloth sign tacked quite acrossthe rough building, heralding to all who
could read the words that this was BILL WILSON'S PLACE. A flaunting
bit of information it was, and quite superfluous; since practically every
man in SanFranciscodrifted towards it, soon or late, as the place where
the most whisky was drunk and the most gold lost and won, with the
most beautiful women to smile or frown upon the lucky, in all the town.

The trade wind knew that Bill Wilson's place needed no sign save its
presence there, and was loosening a corner in the hope of carrying it
quite away as a trophy. Bill glanced up, promised the resisting cloth an
extra nail or two, and let his thoughts and his eyeswander again to the
sweeping tide of humanity that flowed up and down the straggling
street of sand and threatened to engulf the store which men spoke of
simply as "Smith's."

A shipload of supplies had lately been carted there, and miners were
feverishly  buying bacon, beans, "self-rising" flour, matches,
teaNeverything within the limits of their gold dust and their carrying ca-
pacityNwhich they needed for hurried trips to the hills where was hid-
den the gold they dreamed of night and day.

To Bill that tide meant so much business; and he was not the man to
grudge his friend Smith a share of it. When the fog crept in through the
Golden GateNa gate which might never be closed against itNthe tide of
business would set towards his place, just as surely as the ocean tide
would clamor at the rocky wall out there to the west. In the meantime,
he was not loath to spend a quiet hour or two with an empty gaming hall
at his back.



His eyeswent incuriously over the familiar crowd to the little forest of
flag-foliaged masts that told where lay the ships in the bay below the
town. Bill could not name the nationality of them all; for the hunting call
had reached to the far corners of the earth, and strange flags came flut-
tering acrossstrange seas,with pirate-faced adventurers on the decks be-
low, chattering in strange tongues of California gold. Bill could not name
all the flags, but he could name two of the bonds that bind all nations in-
to one common humanity. He could produce one of them, and he was
each night gaining more of the other; for, be they white men or brown,
spoke they his language or one he had never heard until they passed
through the Golden Gate, they would give good gold for very bad
whisky.

Even the Digger Indians, squatting in the sun beside his door and gaz-
ing stolidly at the town and the bay beyond, would sell their soulsNfor
which the gray-gowned padres prayed ineffectively in the chapel at Do-
loresNtheir wives or their other, dearer possessionsfor a very little
bottle of the stuff that was fast undoing the civilizing work of the Mis-
sion. The padres had come long before the hunting cry was raised, and
they had labored earnestly; but their prayers and their preaching were
like reeds beneath the tread of elephants, when gold came down from
the mountains, and whisky came in through the Golden Gate.

Jack Allen, coming lazily down through the long, deserted room,
edged past Bill in the doorway.

"Hello," Bill greeted with a carefully casual manner, asif he had been
waiting for the meeting, but did not want Jackto suspectthe fact. "Up for
all day? Where you headed for?"

"BreakfastNor dinner, whichever you want to call it. Then I'm going to
take a walk and get the kinks out of my legs. Say, old man, I'm going to
knock a board off the foot of that bunk, to-night, or else sleep on the
floor. Was wood scarce, Bill, when you built that bed?"

"Carpenter was a little feller," chuckled Bill, "and | guesshe measured
it by himself. Charged a full length price, though, | remember! | meant to
tell you when you hired that room, Jack,that you better take the axe to
bed with you. Sure, knock a board off; two boards, if you like. Take all
the boards off!" urged Bill, in a burst of generosity. "You might better be
making that bunk over, m'son, than trying to take the whole blamed
town apart and put it together again, like you was doing last night." In
this way Bill tactfully swung to the subject that lay heavy on his mind.
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Jackborrowed a match, cupped his fingers around his lips that wanted
to part in a smile, and lighted his before-breakfast cigaretteNthough the
sun hung almost straight overhead.

"Sothat's it," he observed, when the smoke took on the sweet aroma of
a very mild tobacco. "l saw by the back of your neck that you had
something on your mind. What's the matter, Bill? Don't you think the old
town needs taking apart?"

"Oh, it needsit, all right. But it's too big a job for one man to tackle.
You leave that to Daddy Time; he's the only reformerN"

"Say, Bill, |1 never attempted to reform anybody or anything in my life;
I'd hate to begin with a job the size of this." He waved his cigarette to-
ward the shifting crowd. "But | do thinkN"

"And right there's where you make a big mistake. You don't want to
think! Or if you do, don't think out loud; not where such men as Swift
and Rawhide and the Captain can hear you. That's what | mean, Jack."

Jackeyed him with a smile in his eyes."Some men might think you
were afraid of that bunch,"” he observed with characteristic bluntness. "I
know you aren't, and so | don't seewhy you want me to be. You know,
and | know, that the Vigilance Committee has turned rotten to the core;
every decentman in SanFranciscoknows it. You know that Sandy killed
that Spaniard in self-defenseNor if you didn't seethe fracas, | tell you
now that he did; | saw the whole thing. You know, at any rate, that the
Vigilantes took him out and hung him becausethey wanted to get rid of
him, and that came the nearest to an excuse they could find. You
knowN"

"Oh, | know!" Bill's voice was sardonic. "I know they'll be going
around with a spy-glass looking for an excuseto hang you, too, if you
don't quit talking about ‘em."

Jacksmiled and so let a thin ribbon of smoke float up and away from
his lips.

Bill saw the smile and flushed a little; but he was not to be laughed
down, once he was fairly started. He laid two well-kept fingers upon the
other's arm and spoke soberly, refusing to treat the thing aslightly asthe
other was minded to do.

"Oh, you'll laugh, but it's a fact, and you know it. Why, ain't Sandy's
caseproof enough that I'm right? | heard you telling acrowd in there last
nightN"  Bill tilted his head backward towards the room behind
themN"that this law-and-order talk is all afarce. What if it is? It don't do
any good for you to bawl it out in public and get the worst men in the
Committee down on you, does it?
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"What you'd better do, Jack,is go on down to Palo Alto where your
pardner is. He's got some sense.|l wouldn't stay in the darned town
overnight, the way they're running things now, if it wasn't for my busi-
ness.Ever since they made Tom Perkins captain there's been hell to pay
all round. | can hold my own; I'm up where they don't dare tackle me;
but you take afool's advice and pull out before the Captain gets his eagle
eyeon you. Talk like you was slinging around last night is about asgood
a trouble-raiser as if you emptied both them guns of yours into that
crowd out there."

"You're asking me to run before there's anything to run away from."
Jack'slips began to show the line of stubbornness. "l haven't quarreled
with the Captain, exceptthat little fuss a month ago, when he was ham-
mering that peon becausehe couldn't talk English; I'm not going to. And
if they did try any funny work with me, old-timer, whyNas you say,
these gunsN"

"Oh, all right, m'son! Have it your own way," Bill retorted grimly. "I
know you've got a brace of guns; and | know you can plant a bullet
where you want it to land, about as quick as the next one. | haven't a
doubt but what you're equal to the Vigilantes, with both hands tied! Of
course," he went on with heavy irony, "I have known of some mighty
able men swinging from the oak, lately. There'll likely be more, before
the town wakes up and weeds out some of the cutthroat element that's
running things now to suit themselves."

Jacklooked at him quickly, struck by something in Bill's voice that be-
trayed his real concern."Don't take it to heart, Bill," he said, dropping his
bantering and his stubbornness together. "I won't air my views quite so
publicly, after this. | know | was a fool to talk quite as straight as| did
last night; but some one else brought up the subject of Sandy; and Swift
called him a name Sandy'd have smashedhim in the facefor, if he'd been
alive and heard it. | always liked the fellow, and it made me hot to see
them hustle him out of town and hang him like they'd shoot a dog that
had bitten some one, when | knewhe didn't deserveit. You or | would
have shot, just as quick as he did, if a drunken Spaniard made for us
with a knife. So would the Captain, or Swift, or any of the others.

"I knowNI've got a nasty tongue when something riles me, and | lash
out without stopping to think. Dade has given me the devil for that,
more times than | can count. He went after me about this very thing, too,
the other day. I'll try and forget about Sandy; it doesn't make pleasant re-
membering, anyway. And [I'll promise to count a hundred before | men-
tion the Committee above a whisper, after thisNnine hundred and
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ninety-nine before | take the name of Swift or the Captain in vain!" He
smiled full at BillNa smile to make men love him for the big-hearted boy
he was.

But Bill did not grin back. "Well, it won't hurt you any; they're bad
men to fuss with, both of 'em," he warned somberly.

"Come on out and climb a hill or two with me," Jackurged. "You've
got worse kinks in your system, to-day, than I've got in my legs. You
won't? Well, better go back and take another sleep, then; it may put you
in a more optimistic mood." He went off up the streettowards the hills to
the south, turning in at the door of a tented eating-place for his belated
breakfast.

"Optimistic hell!" grunted Bill. "You can't tell a man anything he don't
think he knows better than you do, till he's past thirty. | was afool to try,
| reckon."

He glowered at the vanishing figure, noting anew how tall and
straight Jackwas in his close-fitting buckskin jacket, with the crimson
sash knotted about his middle in the Spanish style, his trousers tucked
into his boots like the miners, and to crown all, a white sombrero such as
the vaqueros wore. Handsome and headstrong he was; and Bill shook
his head over the combination which made for trouble in that land
where the primal instincts lay all on the surface; where men looked
askanceat the one who drew oftenest the glancesof the women and who
walked erectand unafraid in the midst of the lawlessness.JackAllen was
fast making enemies, and no one knew it better than Bill.

When the young fellow disappeared, Bill looked again at the shifting
crowd upon which his eyeswere wont to rest with the speculative gaze
of a farmer who leans upon the fence that bounds his land, and regards
his wheat-fields ripening for the sickle. He liked Jack,and the soul of
him was bitter with the bitterness that is the portion of maturity, when it
must stand by and seeyouth learn by the pangs of experience that fire
will burn most agonizingly if you hold your hand in the blaze.

One of his night bartenders cameup; and Bill, dismissing Jackfrom his
mind, with agrunt of disgust, went in to talk over certain changeswhich
he meant to make in the bar as soon as he could get material and car-
penter together upon the spot.

He was still fussing with certain of the petty details that make or mar
the smooth running of an establishment like his, when his ear, trained to
detect the first note of discord in the babble which filled his big room by
night, caught an ominous note in the hum of the street crowd outside.
He lifted his head from examining a rickety table-leg.
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"Go seewhat's happened, Jim," he suggestedto the man, who had just
come up with a hammer and some nails; and went back to dreaming of
the time when his place should be a palace, and he would not have to
nail the legs on his tables every few days becauseof the ebullitions of ex-
citement in his customers. He had strengthened the legs, and was testing
them by rocking the table slightly with a broad palm upon it, when Jim
came back.

"Some shooting scrape, back on the flat,"” Jim announced indifferently.
"Some say it was a hold-up. Two or three of the Committee have gone
out to investigate."

"YeahNI'll bet the Committee went out!" snorted Bill. "They'll be
lynching the Diggers' dogs for fighting, when the supply of humans runs
out. They've just about played that buckskin out, packing men out to the
oak to hang 'em lately," he went on glumly, sliding the rejuvenated table
into its place in the long row that filled that side of the room. "I never
saw such an enthusiastic bunch as they're getting to be!"

“That's right,” Jim agreed perfunctorily, asa man is wont to agree with
his employer. "Somebody'll hang, all right."

"There's plenty that need itNif the Committee only had senseenough
to pick 'em out and leave the rest alone," growled Bill, going from table
to table, tipping and testing for other legs that wobbled.

Jim sensedthe rebuff in his tone and went back to the door, around
which aknot of men engagedin desultory conjectureswhile they waited
expectantly. A large tent that Perkins had found convenient asatempor-
ary jail for those unfortunates upon whom his heavy hand fell swiftly,
stood next to Bill's place; and it spoke eloquently of the manner in which
the Committee then worked, that men gathered there instinctively at the
first sign of trouble. For when the Committee went out after culprits, it
did not return empty-handed, asthe populace knew well. Zealous cus-
todians of the law were they, as Bill had said; and though they might
have exchanged much of their zeal for a little of Bill's senseof justice (to
the betterment of the town), few of the waiting crowd had the temerity
to say so.

Up the street, necks (whose owners had not thought it worth while to
wade through the sand to the sceneof the shooting) were being craned
towards the flat behind the town, where the Captain and a few of his
men had hurried at the first shot.

“They're comin'," Jim announced, thrusting his head into the gambling
hall and raising his voice above the sound of the boss's nail-driving.
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"WellNwhat of it?" snapped Bill. "Why don't you yell at me that the
sun is going to setin the west to-night?" Bill drove the head of a four-
cornered, iron nail clean out of sight in a table top. And Jim prudently
withdrew his head and turned his face and his attention towards the
little procession that was just coming into sight at the end of the ram-
bling street, with the crowd closing in behind it asthe water comessur-
ging together behind an ocean liner.

Jim worshiped his boss, but he knew better than to argue with him
when Bill happened to be in that particular mood, which, to tell the
truth, was not often. But in five minutes or less he had forgotten the
snub. His head popped in again.

"Billl"

There may be much meaning in a tone, though it utters but one un-
meaning word. Bill dropped a handful of nails upon a table and came
striding down the long room to the door; pushed Jim unceremoniously
aside and stood upon the step. He was just in time to look into the rage-
ful, blue eyesof JackAllen, walking with avery straight back and a con-
temptuous smile on his lips, between the Captain and one of his trusted
lieutenants.

Bill's fingers clenched suggestively upon the handle of the hammer.
His jaw slackened and then pushed itself forward to a fighting angle
while he stared, and he named in his amazement that place which the
padres had taught the Indians to fear.

The Captain heard him and grinned sourly ashe passedon. Jackheard
him, and his smile grew twisted at the tone in which the word was
uttered; but he still smiled, which was more than many a man would
have done in his place.

Bill stood while the rest of that grim procession passedhis place. There
was another, a young fellow who looked ready to cry, walking unstead-
ily behind Jack,both his arms gripped by others of the Vigilance Com-
mittee. There were two crude stretchers, borne by stolid-faced miners in
red flannel shirts and clay-stained boots. On the first a dead man lay
grinning up at the sun, his teeth just showing under his bushy mustache,
a trickle of red running down from his temple. On the next a man
groaned and mumbled blasphemy between his groanings.

Bill took it all in, a single glance for each,Na glance trained by
gambling to seea great deal between the flicker of his lashes.He did not
seemto look once at the Captain, yet he knew that Jack'sivory-handled
pistols hung at the Captain's rocking hips as he went striding past; and
he knew that malice lurked under the grizzled hair which hid the
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Captain's cruel lips; and that satisfaction glowed in the hard, sidelong
glance he gave his prisoner.

He stood until he saw Jackduck his head under the tent flaps of the
jail and the white-faced youth follow shrinking after. He stood while the
armed guards took up their stations on the four sides of the tent and
began pacing up and down the paths worn deep in tragic significance.
He saw the wounded man carried into Pete'splace acrossthe way, and
the dead man taken farther down the street. He saw the crowd split into
uneasy groups which spoke a common tongue, that they might exchange
unasked opinions upon this, the biggest sensation since Sandy left town
with his ankles tied under the vicious-eyed buckskin whose riders rode
always toward the west and whose saddle was always empty when he
came back to his stall at the end of the town. Bill saw it all, to the last de-
tail; but after his one explosive oath, he was apparently the most indiffer-
ent of them all.

When the Captain ended his curt instructions to the guard and came
towards him, Bill showed a disposition to speak.

"Who's the kid?" he drawled companionably, while his fingers itched
upon the hammer, and the soul of him lusted for sight of the hole it
could make in the skull of the Captain. "I don't recollect seeing him
around townNand there ain't many faces | forget, either."

The Captain shot him a surprised look that was an unconscious tribute
to Bill's diplomatic art. But Bill's level glance would have disarmed a
keener man than Tom Perkins.

Perkins stopped. "Stranger, from what he saidNthough I've got my
doubts. Some crony of Allen's, | expect. It was him done the shooting;
the kid didn't have any gun on him. Allen didn't deny it, either."

"NoNhe's just bull-headed enough to tough it out,” commented Bill.
"What was the row aboutNdo yuh know?"

Perkins stiffened. "That," he said with some dignity, "will come out at
the trial. He killed Rawhide outright, and Texas Bill will die, | reckon.
The trial will show what kinda excuse he thought he had." Having de-
livered himself, thus impartially and with malice towards none, Perkins
started on.

"Oh, say! You don't mind if | talk to 'em?" Bill gritted his teeth at hav-
ing to put the sentence in that favor-seeking tone, but he did it,
nevertheless.

The Captain scowled under his black, slouch hat. "I've give strict or-
ders not to let anybody inside the tent till after the trial,” he said shortly.
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"Oh, that's all right. I'll talk to 'em through the door,” Bill agreed
equably. "Jack owes me some money."

The Captain muttered unintelligibly and passedon, and Bill choseto
interpret the mutter as consent. He strolled over to the tent, joked con-
descendingly with the guard who stood before it, and announced that
the Captain had said he might talk to the prisoners.

"I did not,"” said the Captain unexpectedly at his shoulder. "I said you
couldn't. After the trial, you can collect what's coming to you, Mr.
Wilson. That is," he added hastily, "in caseAllen should be convicted. If
he ain't, you can do asyou please."He looked full at the guard. "Shoot
any man that attempts to enter that tent or talk to the prisoners without
my permission, Shorty," he directed, and turned his back on Bill.

Bill did not permit one muscle of his face to twitch. "All right," he
drawled, "I guess| won't go broke if | don't get it. You mind what your
Captain tells you, Shorty! He's running this show, and what he says
goes. You've got a good man over yuh, Shorty. A fine man. He'll weed
out the town till it'll look like grandpa's onion bedNif the supply of rope
don't give out!" Whereupon he strolled carelessly back to his place, and
went in as if the incident were squeezed dry of interest for him. He
walked to the far end of the big room, sat deliberately down upon a little
table, and rewarded himself for his forbearance by cursing methodically
the Captain, the Committee of which he was the leader, the men who
had witlessly given him the power he used so ruthlessly as pleased him
best, and JackAllen, whose ill-timed criticisms and hot-headed freedom
of speechhad brought upon himself the weight of the Committee's dread
hand.

"Damn him, | tried to tell him!" groaned Bill, his face hidden behind
his palms. "They'll hang himNand darn my oldest sister's cat's eyes,
somebody'll sweat blood for it, too!" (Bill, you will observe, had reached
the end of real blasphemy and was forced to improvise milder expletives
as he went along.) "There ought to be enough decent men in this town
toN"

"Did you git to see Jack?"ventured Jim, coming anxiously up to his
boss.

The tone of him, which was that hushed tone which we employ in the
presenceof the dead, so incensed Bill that for answer he threw the ham-
mer viciously in his direction. Jim took the hint and retreated hastily.

"No, damn 'em, they won't let me near him," said Bill, ashamed of his
violence. "I knew they'd get him; but | didn't think they'd get him so
quick. | sent a letter down by an Injun this morning to his pardner to
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come up and get him outa town before heNBut it's too late now. That
talk he made last nightN"

"Say, he shot Swift in the arm, too," said Jim. "Pity he didn't kill him.
They're getting a jury together already. Say! Ain't it hell?"
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Chapter

The Thing They Called Justice

Jackstared meditatively acrossat the young fellow sitting hunched upon
another of the boxesthat were the seatsin this tent-jail, which was also
the courtroom of the Vigilance Committee, and mechanically counted
the slow tearsthat trickled down between the third and fourth fingers of
each hand. A half-hour spent so would have rasped the nerves of the
most phlegmatic man in the town, and Jackwas not phlegmatic; fifteen
minutes of watching that silent weeping sufficed to bring a muffled
explosion.

"Ah, for God's sake, brace up!" he gritted. "There's some hope for
youNif you don't spoil what chanceyou have got, by crying around like
a baby. Braceup and be a man, anyway. It won't hurt any worse if you
grin about it."

The young fellow felt gropingly for a red-figured bandanna, found it
and wiped his face and his eyesdejectedly. "l beg your pardon for seem-
ing a coward," he apologized huskily. "l got to thinking about myNm-
mother and sisters, andN"

Jackwinced. Mother and sisters he had longed for all his life. "Well,
you better be thinking how you'll get out of the scrapeyou're in," he ad-
vised, with a little of Bill Wilson's grimness. "I'm afraid I'm to blame, in a
way; and yet, if | hadn't mixed into the fight, you'd be dead by now.
Maybe that would have beenjust aswell, seeinghow things have turned
out," he grinned. "StillNhave a smoke?"

"l never used tobacco in my life," declined the youth somewhat primly.

“No, | don't reckon you ever did!" Jackeyed him with a certain amount
of pitying amusement. "A fellow that will come gold-hunting without a
gun to his name, would not use tobacco, or swear, or do anything that a
perfect lady couldn't do! However, you put up a good fight with your
fists, old man, and that's something."

"I'd have been killed, though, if you hadn't shot when you did. They
were too much for me. | haven't tried to thank youN"
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“No, | shouldn't think you would," grinned Jack."l don't seeyet where
I've done you any particular favor: from robbers to Vigilance Committee
might be called an up-to-date version of '‘Out of the frying-pan into the
fire."

The boy glanced fearfully toward the closed tent-flaps. "Ssh!" he
whispered. "The guard can hearN"

"Oh, that's all right,” returned Jack, urged perhaps to a conscious
bravado by the very weaknessof the other. "It's all day with me, anyway.
| may as well say what | think.

"And soN" He paused to blow one of his favorite little smoke rings
and watch it float to the dingy ridge-pole, where it flickered and faded
into a blue haze "Nand so, I'm going to say right out in meeting what |
think of this town and the Committee they let measure out justice.
Justice!"He laughed sardonically. "Poor old lady, she couldn't stop with-
in forty miles of Perkins' Committee if she had forty bandagesover her
eyes,and both earsplugged with cotton! You wait till their farce of a trial
is over. You may get off, by a scratchNl hope so. But unless Bill
WilsonN"

"Aw, yuh needn't pin no hopes on Bill Wilson!" came a heavy, mali-
cious voice through the tent wall. "All hell can't save yuh, Jack Allen!
You've had aride out to the oak comin' to yuh for quite a while, and be-
fore sundown you'll get it."

"Oh! Is that so, Shorty? Say, you're breaking the rules, you old pirate;
you're talking to the prisoners without permission. As the Captain's most
faithful dog Tray, you'd better shoot yourself; it'll save the town the
trouble of hanging you later on!" He smoked calmly while Shorty, on
guard without, growled a vilifying retort, and the other guards
shickered.

"Ah, brace up!" he advised his quaking companion again. "If my com-
pany doesn't damn you beyond all hope, you may get out of the scrape.
You didn't have a gun, and you're a stranger and haven't said naughty
things about your neighbors. Cheer up. Life looks just asgood to me asit
doesto you. | love this old world just aswell asany man that ever lived
in it, and I'm not a bit pleased over leaving itNany more than you are.
But | can't seewhere | could better matters by letting myself get wobbly
in the knees. I'm sorry | didn't make a bigger fight to keep my guns,
though. I'd like to have perforated a few more of our most worthy Com-
mittee before | quit; our friend Shorty, for instance,” he stipulated
wickedly and clearly, "and the Captain."

20



If he were deliberately trying to goad Shorty to further profanity, the
result should have satisfied him. The huge shadow of Shorty moving
back and forth upon the front wall of the tent, becameviolently agitated
and developed a gigantic arm that waved threateningly over the ridge
pole. The other guards laughed and checked their laughter with a sud-
denness which made Jack's eyes leave the dancing shadow and seek
guestioningly the closed tent flaps.

“If I'm any good at reading signs, we are now about to be tried by our
peersNtwelve good men and true," he announced ironically. "Brace up,
old man! The chancesare you'll soon be out of this messand headed for
home. Don't be afraid to tell the truthNand don't act scared;they'll take
that as a sure sign you've got a guilty conscience.Justkeep a stiff upper
lip; it won't take long; we do things in a hurry, out here!"

"Say, you're a brick, Mr. Allen!" the boy burst out, impulsively grip-
ping the hand of his champion.

Jackjerked his hand awayNnot unkindly, but rather asif he feared to
drop, even for an instant, his flippant defiance of the trick fate had
played him. The jerk sent a small, shining thing sliding down to the
floor; where it stood upright and quivered in the soft sand.

“Lord!" he ejaculated under his breath, snatching it up asa thief would
snatch at his spoils. He looked fearfully at the closed flaps, outside which
the trampling of many feet sounded closer and closer; and with a warn-
ing shake of his head at the other, slid the dagger into his sleeve again,
carefully fastening the point in the stout hem of the buckskin.

"You never cantell," he muttered, smiling queerly ashe made sure the
weapon was not noticeable.

He was rolling another cigarette when the Captain parted the tent
flaps and came stooping in, followed by twelve men of the Committee
who were to be the jury, and as many spectators as could crowd after
them.

"Gentlemen, be seated," the Captain invited formally, and motioned
the jury to the crude bunks that lined one side of the large tent. Jackand
the boy he moved farther from the entrance, and took up his own posi-
tion where his sharp eyes commanded every inch of the interior and
where the gun which he drew from its holster and rested upon his knee
could speak its deadly rebuke to any man there if, in the upholding of
justice, the Captain deemed it necessary.

The jury shuffled to their places, perched in a row upon the edge of
the bunks and waited silently, their eyes fixed expectantly upon their
Captain. The crowd edged into the corners and along the sides, their hat

21



crowns scraping the canvas roof as they were forced closer to the low
wall.

The Captain waited until the silence was a palpable thing made alive
by the rhythmic breathing of the men who were to look upon this new
travesty of justice.

"Gentlemen," he said at last, his sonorous voice carrying his words dis-
tinctly to the crowd without, "we are now ready to proceed with the in-
vestigation. | wish to state, for the information of those present, that after
the prisoners were placed here under guard, | went to get a statement
from the wounded man, Mr. TexasBiIll. | found him dying from awound
inflicted upon his person by a pistol ball which passedthrough his left
lung, above and to the right of his heart. | did not take a written state-
ment, for lack of time and writing materials. But Texas sworeN"

"YeahNI'll bet he swore!" commented Bill Wilson under his breath.
Every one looked toward Bill, standing just inside the flaps, and the Cap-
tain scowled while he waited for attention.

"Texas swore that he was shot by one of the prisoners, Jack Allen by
name, who fired upon him without due provocation, while he was talk-
ing to this other prisoner, whose name we have yet to learn. Texasstated
that Allen, appearing suddenly from behind some bushes, began shoot-
ing with deadly intent and without warning, wantonly murdering Raw-
hide Jack,who lies dead in Smith's back room, and shooting him, Texas,
through the lung. He also stated that Mr. Dick Swift was with him and
Rawhide Jack,and was also shot by the prisoner, Jack Allen, without
cause or provocation.

"They had met the stranger and were standing talking to him about his
luck in the diggin's. This stranger, who is the other prisoner, was in-
clined to be sassy,and made a pass at Rawhide with his fist, telling him
to mind his own business and not ask so many questions. Rawhide
struck back; and Allen, coming out from behind some bushes, began
shooting."

The Captain stopped and looked calmly and judicially from face to
face in the crowd.

"That, gentlemen, is the statement made to me by TexasBill, who now
lies dead in Pete's Place as a result of the wound inflicted by Allen."

“That's a lot of swearing for a man to do that's been shot through the
lungs," commented Bill Wilson skeptically.

The Captain gave him a malevolent look and continued. "We will ask
Mr. Swift to come forward and tell us what he knows of this deplorable
and, if | may be permitted the term, disgraceful affair."

22



Mr. Swift edged his way carefully through the crowd with his left arm
thrust out to protect the right, which was bandaged and rested in a
blood-stained sling. He asked permission to sit down; kicked a box into
the small, open space between the Captain, the jury, and the prisoners,
and seated himself with the air of a man about to perform an extremely
painful duty.

"Hold up your right hand," commanded the Captain.

Swift apologetically raised his left hand and gazed steadfastly into the
cold, impartial eyes of his Captain.

"You swear that you will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing
but the truth, so-help-you-God?"

Swift, his purplish eyes wide and clear and honest as the gaze of a
baby, calmly affirmed that he did.

Jackgrinned and lazily fanned the smoke of his cigarette away, so that
he might the better gaze upon this man who was about to tell the whole
truth and nothing else.He caught Swift's eye and added a sneering lift to
the smile; and Swift's eyes changed from bland innocence to hate
triumphant.

"Mr. Swift, you will now relate to us the circumstances of this affair,
truthfully, in the order of their happening," directed the deep voice of the
Captain.

Mr. Swift carefully easedhis wounded arm in its sling, turned his in-
nocent gaze upon the crowd, and began:

"Texas, Rawhide, and myself were crossing the sandy stretch south of
town about noon, when we met this chapNthe stranger there." He nod-
ded slightly toward the boy. "I was walking behind the other two, but |
heard Rawhide say: 'Hello, son, any luck in the diggin's?' The kid said:
'‘None of your damn business!' That made Rawhide kinda mad, being
spoke to that way when he just meant to be friendly, and he told the kid
he better keep a civil tongue in his head if he wanted to get along
smoothNor words to that effect. | don't," explained Mr. Swift virtuously,
"remember the exact words, becausel was looking at the fellow and
wondering what made him so surly. He sassedRawhide again, and told
him to mind his own business and give advice when it was asked for,
and struck at him. Rawhide hit back, and then | heard a shot, and Raw-
hide fell over. | looked around quick, and started to pull my gun, but a
bullet hit me hereN" Mr. Swift laid gentle finger-tips upon his arm near
the shoulderN"so | couldn't. | saw it was JackAllen shooting and com-
ing towards us from a clump of bushes off to the right of us. He shot
again, and TexasBill fell. I ducked behind a bush and started for help,
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when | met the Captain and a few others coming out to seewhat was the
matter. That," finished Mr. Swift, "is the facts of the case,just as they
happened.”

The Captain waited a minute or two, that the "facts" might sink deep
into the minds of the listeners.

"Were any shots fired by any one exceptAllen?" he asked coldly, when
the silence was sufficiently emphasized.

“There were not. Nobody," Swift flashed with a very human resent-
ment, "had a chanceafter he commenced!" He flushed at the involuntary
tribute to the prowess of his enemy, when he saw that maddening grin
appear again on Jack'slips; a grin which called him liar and scoundrel
and in the same flicker defied him.

The investigation took on the color of a sensation at that point, when
the stranger sprang suddenly to his feet and stood glaring at the witness.
There were no signs now of tears or weakness; he was a man fighting for
what he believed to be right and just.

"Captain, that man is a dirty liar!" he cried hotly. "He and his precious
cronies tried to rob me, out there. | was coming into town from across
the bay; | had hired a Spaniard to bring me acrossin a small sailboat, and
the tide carried us down too far, sol told him to land and I'd walk back
to town, rather than tack back. And these men met me, and tried to rob
me! This man," he accused excitedly, pointing a rageful finger at Swift,
"was going to stab me in the throat when he saw | resisted. | was fighting
the three, and they were getting the bestof me. | never owned a gun, and
| just had my fists. The two others had grabbed me, and this man Swift
pulled a knife. | remember one of them saying: 'Don't shootNit'll bring
the whole town out!" And just asthis one raised his knife to drive it into
my throatNthey were bending me backwards, the other twoNI heard a
shot, and this one dropped his knife and gave a yell. There were two oth-
er shots, and the two who were holding me dropped. This one ran off.
ThenN" The boy turned and looked down at Jack,smoking his cigarette
and trying to read what lay behind the stolid stare of the twelve men
who satin a solemn row on the bunks opposite him. "This young manN"
His lips trembled, and he stopped, to bite them into a more manlike
firmness.

"Gentlemen, do what you like with me, but you've got to let this man
go! He's the coolest, bravest man | ever saw! He saved my life. You can't
hang him for protecting a man from murder and robbery!"
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"Young man," interrupted the Captain after a surprised silence, "we
admire your generosity in trying to clear your fellow prisoner, but you
must let this jury try his case. What's your name?"

"John Belden, of Cambridge, Massachusetts."The young fellow's rage
faded to a sullen calm under the cold voice.

The Captain made a startled movement and looked at him sharply.
"And what was your hurry to get to town?" he asked, after a minute.

"I wanted to get a ticket on the boat, the Mary Elizabeththat is going to
leave for New York to-morrow. | wanted to goNhome. I've had enough
of gold-hunting!" Youthful bitterness was in his tone and in the look he
turned on the jury.

The Captain cleared his throat. When he spoke again, he addressedthe
twelve before him:

"Gentlemen of the jury, | have reasonsfor feeling convinced that this
young man is in part telling the truth. | am acquainted with his father,
unless he has given a name he does not ownNand his face is a pretty
good witness for him; he looks like his dad. While he has undoubtedly
glossed and warped the story of the shooting in a mistaken effort to
make things look better for the man who did the killing, | canseeno suf-
ficient reason for holding him. This Committee stands for justice and is
not backward about tempering it with mercy. Gentlemen of the jury, | re-
commend that John Belden be released from custody and permitted to
go home. He was unarmed when | took him, and there is no evidence of
his having dealt anything but hard words to the victims of the shooting.
Gentlemen, you will give your verdict; after which we will proceed with
the investigation."

The jury looked at one another and nodded to the man on the end of
the first bunk; and he, shifting a quid of tobaccoto the slack of his right
cheek, expectorated gravely into the sand and spoke solemnly:

“The verdict of the jury is all in favor of turnin' the kid loose."

"John Belden, you are released.And we'd advise you to be a little care-
ful how you sassmen in this country. Also, you better see about that
ticket on the Mary Elizabeth JackAllen, you may come forward and take
the oath."

“This box is just as comfortable as that one," said Jack, "and you
needn't worry but what I'll tell the truth!" He took a last pull at his cigar-
ette, pinched out the fire, and ground the stub under his heel. He could
feel the silence grow tensewith expectancy;and when he lifted his eyes,
he knew that every man in that tent was staring into his face.
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"l used to believe," he began clearly, "in the Vigilantes. If | had been
here when the first Committee was formed, I'd have worked for it my-
self. | believe it cleared the town of some of the worst scoundrels in the
country, and that's saying a good deal. ButN"

"“The Committee," interrupted the Captain, "would like to hear your
story of the shooting. Your private opinions can wait until the investiga-
tion of that affair is ended."

"You're right. | begyour pardon for forgetting that it is not settled yet!"
Jack'svoice was politely scornful. "Well, then, this kid told the truth in
every particular, even when he declared that Dick Swift is a dirty liar.
Swift is a liar. He's also a thief, and he's also a murdererNand a few oth-
er things not as decent!

"As to the row, | was walking out that way, when | saw this kid com-
ing up from the bay toward the town. The three, Swift, Rawhide Jack,
and TexasBill, met him where theNerNtrouble took place. | was too far
off to hear what was said; in fact, | didn't pay any attention much, till |
saw the kid struggling to get away. | walked towards them then. It was
easy enough to seethat it was a hold-up, pure and simple. | was about
fifty yards from them when | saw Swift, here, raise a knife to jab it into
the boy's throat. Texas and Rawhide were both holding the kid's arms
and bending him backwards so he couldn't do anything. When | saw the
knife, | beganto shoot." His eyessought those of Bill Wilson, standing in
the crowd near the door. "That's the truth of the whole matter," he said,
speaking directly to Bill. "I didn't try to make trouble; but | couldn't
stand by and seea man murdered, no more than any decent man could."
He paused; and still looking toward Bill, added: "I didn't even notice
particularly who the men were, until | went up to the boy. It all
happened so sudden that IN"

The Captain cleared his throat. "You admit, then, that you killed Raw-
hide Jack and Texas Bill this morning?"

"I surely do," retorted Jack."And if you want to know, I'm kinda
proud of it; it was a long shotNto clean the town of two such black-
guards. And right here | want to apologize to the town for making a
bungle of killing Swift!"

"We have two witnesseswho also swear that you killed Tex'and Raw-
hide, though they give a very different version of the trouble with the
boy. Would you ask us to believe that Texas Bill lied with his last
breath?"
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"If he told the story you say he did, he certainly lied most sinfully with
his last breath; but I'd hate to take your word for anything, so | don't
know whether he lied or not."

"Mr. Swift, here, tells the same story that TexasBill told." The Captain
chose to ignore the insults. "l think their testimony should carry more
weight with the Committee than yours, or the boy's. You are trying to
saveyour neck; and the boy probably feelsthat he owes you some gratit-
ude for taking his part. But the Committee's businessis to weed out the
dangerous element which is altogether too large in this town; and the
Committee feels that you are one of the most dangerous. However, we
will call another witness. Shorty, you may come forward."

Shorty came scowling up and sat down upon the box Swift had occu-
pied. He took the oath and afterwards declared that he had overheard
Jack coaching the boy about what he should tell the Committee. The
Captain, having brought out that point, promptly excused him.

"Gentlemen of the jury, you have heard the evidence, and your duty is
plain. We are waiting for the verdict."

The man with the cud looked a question at the Captain; turned and
glanced down the row at the eleven, who nodded their headsin unanim-
ous approval of his thoughts. He once more shifted the wad of tobacco,
as a preliminary to expectorating gravely into the sand floor, and pro-
nounced his sentence with a promptness that savored of relish:

“The verdict of the jury is that we hang JackAllen for killin' Texasand
Rawhide, and for bein' a mean, ornery cuss, anyway."

The Captain turned coldly to the prisoner. "You hear the verdict. The
Committee believes it to be just.”

He looked at the group near the door. "Mr. Wilson," he called mali-
ciously, "you will now be given an opportunity to collect from the pris-
oner what he owes you."

"Jack Allen don't owe me a cent!" cried Bill Wilson hotly, shouldering
his way to the open space before the Captain. "But there's a heavy debt
hanging over this damned CommitteeNa debt they'll have to pay them-
selvesone day at the end of arope, if there's asmany honest men in this
town as | think there is.

"l helped form the first Vigilance Committee, boys. We did it to protect
the town from just such men as are running the Committee right now.
When crimes like this can be done right before our eyes,in broad day-
light, | say it's time another Committee was formed, to hang this one!
Here they've got a man that they know, and we all know, ain't done a
thing but what any brave, honest man would do. They've gone through a
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farce trial that'd make the Digger Injuns ashamed of themselves; and
they've condemned JackAllen, that's got more real manhood in his little
finger than there is in the dirty, lying carcassesof the whole damned out-
fitNthey've condemned him to be hung!

"And why! | cantell yuh whyNand it ain't for killing Texasand Raw-
hideNtwo as measly, ornery cussesas there was in townNit ain't for
that. It's for daring to say, last night in my place, that the Committee is
rotten to the core, and that they murdered Sandy McTavish in cold blood
when they took him out and hung him for killing that greaserin self-de-
fense.It's for speaking his mind, the mind of an honest man, that they're
going to hang him. That is, they'll hang him if you'll stand by and let 'em
do it. | believe both these boys told a straight story. | believe them three
was trying to pull off a daylight robbery, and Jack shot to save the kid.

"Now, men, seehere! | for one have stood about all I'm going to stand
from this bunch of cutthroats that've taken the place of the Committee
we organized to protect the town. To-night | want every man that calls
himself honest to come to my place and hold a mass meeting, to electa
Committee like we had in the first place. | want every manN"

"Bill, you're crazy! It was Jack,white to the lips in sheer terror for
Wilson, Jackwho refused to blench at his own dire strait, who sprang up
and clapped a hand over the mouth that was sealing the doom of the
owner. "Take him out, Jim, for God's sake! Take himNBill, listen to me,
you fool! What was it you were telling me, there in your own doorway,
to-day? About not thinking out loud? You can't save me by talking like
that! These menNthose that don't hate meNare so scared of their own
necks that they wouldn't lift a finger to save a twin brother. Take him
out, boys! Bill doesn't mean any harm." He tried to smile and failed ut-
terly. "He likes me, and he'sNhe'sN"

Shorty it was who jerked him away from Bill. The Captain, on his feet,
was dominating the uneasy crowd with his cold stare more than with the
gun he held in his hand.

"This Committee," he stated in his calm, judicial tone, which chilled the
growing fire of excitement and held the men silent that they might listen,
"this Committee regrets that in the course of its unpleasant duties it must
now and then rouse the antagonism of a bad man's friends. But this
Committee must perform the duties for which it was elected. This Com-
mittee is sorry to seeMr. Wilson take the stand he takes, but it realizes
that friendship for the condemned man leads him to make statements
and threats for which he should not be held responsible. Gentlemen, this
court of inquiry is dismissed, and it may not be amiss to point out the
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necessity for order being maintained among you. The Committee would
deeply regret any trouble arising at this time."

"Oh, damn you and your Committee!" gritted Bill Wilson, out of the
bitterness that filled him. He gave Jackone glance;one, and with his jaws
set hard together, turned his back.

The crowd pushed and parted to make way for him. Jim, his face the
color of a pork rind, followed dog-like at the heelsof his boss.And when
they had passed, the tent began to belch forth men who walked with
heads and shoulders a little bent, talking together under their breaths of
this man who dared defy the Committee to its face, and whose daring
was as impotent asthe breeze that still pulled at the flapping corner of
the cloth sign over the door of his place.

Bill glanced dully up at the sign before he opened his door. "Better get
the hammer and nail that corner down, Jim," he said morosely, and went
in. He poured a whisky glass two-thirds full of liquor and emptied it
with one long swallowNand Bill was not a drinking man.

"God! This thing they call justice!" he groaned, as he set down the
glass; and went out to make an attempt at organizing a rescue party,
though he had little hope of succeeding.Jackwas a stranger to the better
classof business men, and those who did know him were either friends
of the Committee or in deadly fear of it. Still, Bill was a gambler. He was
probably putting the mark of the next victim on himself; but he did not
stop for that.
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Chapter

What Happened at the Oak

Jacksat looking after the crowd that shuffled through the doorway into
the sunlight. He thought he had believed that he would receive the sen-
tence which the juryman had spoken so baldly; yet, after the words had
been actually spoken, he stared blankly after Bill and the others, and in-
credulously at the Captain, who seatedhimself upon a bunk opposite to
watch his prisoner, his pistol resting suggestively upon his knee. The boy
lingered to shake Jack's unresponsive hand and mutter a broken sen-
tence or two of gratitude and sympathy. But Jack scarcely grasped his
meaning, and his answer sounded chillingly calm; so that the boy, win-
cing under the cold stare of the Captain and the seeming indifference of
the prisoner, turned away with downy chin a-tremble and in his eyesthe
look of horrified awe which sometimes comesto a youth who has seen
death hesitate just over his head, passhim by, and chooseanother. In the
doorway he stopped and looked back bewildered. Jackhad said that he
loved life and would hate to leave it; and yet he sat there calmly, scrap-
ing idly with his boot-toe a little furrow in the loose sand, his elbows
resting on his knees, his face unlined by frown or bitterness, his eyes
bent abstractedly upon the shallow trench he was desultorily digging.
He did not look asthe boy believed a man should look who hasjust been
condemned to die the ignominious death of hanging. The boy shuddered
and went out into the sunlight, dazed with this glimpse he had got of the
inexorable hardness of life.

Jackdid not even know when the boy left. He, also, was looking upon
the hardness of life, but he was looking with the eyes of the fighter. So
long asJackAllen had breath in his body, he would fight to keep it there.
His incredulity against the verdict swung to a tenacious disbelief that it
would really come to the worst. Solong as he was alive, so long as he
could feel the weight of the dagger in his sleeve,it was temperamentally
impossible for him to believe that he was going to die that day.
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Plans he made and smoothed them in the dirt with his toe. If they did
not bind his armsE They had not tied Sandy's arms, he remembered:;
and he wondered if a dagger concealed in Sandy's sleeve would have
made any essential difference in the result of that particular crime of the
Committee. He sickened at a vivid memory of how Sandy had ridden
away, just aweek or so before; and of the appealing glance which he had
sent toward Bill's place when Shorty started to lead the buckskin from
before the prison tent with six men walking upon either side and a curi-
ous crowd straggling after. Would a dagger in Sandy's sleeve have made
any difference?

Then his thoughts swung to the Mexican who had told him of the
trick, only the night before. It had amused Jackto experiment with his
own knife; and the very novelty of the thing had impelled him to slip his
dagger into the new hiding-place that morning when he dressed. The
Captain had not discovered it thereNbut would it make any difference?
It occurred to him that he need not die the death of dangling and
strangling at the end of the rope, at any rate; if it cameto dyingE Jack
became acutely conscious of the steady beat in his chest, and immedi-
ately afterward felt the samethrob in his throat; he could stop that beat-
ing whenever he chose, if they did not bind his arms.

"Horse's ready, Captain,” announced Shorty succinctly, thrusting his
head through the closed flaps; and the Captain rose instantly and made a
commanding gesture to his prisoner.

Jack swept the loose dirt back into the furrow with one swing of his
foot and stood up. He went out quietly, two stepsin advance of the Cap-
tain and the Captain's drawn pistol, and advanced unflinchingly to-
wards the horse that stood saddled in the midst of the group of execu-
tioners, with the same curious crowd looking on greedily at the
spectacle.

"Ever been on a horse?" asked the Captain, his deep voice little more
than a growl.

"Once or twice," Jack answered indifferently.

"Climb on, then!"

Jackwas young and he was very human. It might be his last hour on
earth, but there rose up in him a prideful desire to show them whether
he had ever been on a horse; he caught the saddle-horn with one hand
and vaulted vaingloriously into the saddle without touching a toe to the
stirrup. The buckskin ducked and danced sidewise at the end of the rope
in Shorty's hand, and more than one gun flashed into sight at the unex-
pectedness of the move.
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The Captain scowled at the exclamations of admiration from the
crowd. "You needn't try any funny work, young man, or I'll tie you hand
as well as foot!" he threatened sternly. "Give me that rope, Davis."

Then Jackpaid in pain for his vanity, and paid in full. The Captain did
not bind his armsNperhaps becauseof the crowd and a desire to seem
merciful. But though he merely tied the prisoner's ankle after the usual
manner, he knotted the small rope with a vicious yank, pulled it astight
ashe could and passedthe rope under the flinching belly of the buckskin
to Davis, on the other side. Also he sent a glance of meaning which the
other read unerringly and obeyed most willingly. Davis drew the rope
taut under the cinch and tied Jack'sother ankle asif he were putting the
diamond hitch on a pack mule. The two stepped back and eyed him
sharply for some sign of pain, when all was done.

“Thanks,” drawled Jack. "Sorry | can't do as much for you."
Whereupon he set his teeth against the growing agony of strained
muscles and congesting arteries, and began to roll a cigarette with fin-
gers which he held rigidly from trembling.

Bill Wilson, returning gloomily to the doorway of his place, grated an
oath and turned away his head.

Some day, he promised himself vengefully, those twoNyes, and the
whole group of murderers moving briskly away from the tentNwould
pay for that outrage; and he prayed that the day might come soon.

He went heavily into the big room where men were already foregath-
ering to gossip between drinks of the trial and of the man who was to
die. Bill bethought him of the young stranger; made some inquiries of
certain inoffensive individuals among the crowd, and sent Jim out with
instructions to find the kid and bring him back with him.

Bill was standing in the door waiting for Jimto return, when, in a swirl
of dust, came Dade galloping around a corner and to the very doorstep
before he showed any desire to slow up. At the first tightening of the
reins, the white horse stiffened his front legs, dug two foot-long furrows
and stopped still. Bill had no enthusiasm for the perfect accomplishment
of the trick. He stood with his hands thrust deep into his pockets and re-
garded the rider glumly.

"Well, you got here," he grunted, with the brevity of utter misery.

"You bet | did! | was away from the hacienda when the peon came, or
I'd have got here sooner," Dade explained cheerfully, swinging to the
ground with ajingle of his big, Mexican spurs that had little silver bells
to swell the tinkly chimes when he moved. "Where's Jack?"
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Big Bill Wilson's jaw trembled with an impulse towards tears which
the long, harsh years behind him would not let him shed. "They've got
him," he said in a choked tone, and waved a hand toward the west.

"Who's got him?" Dade clanked a step closer and peered sharply into
Bill's face, with all the easy good humor wiped out of his own.

“The Committee. You're too late; they're taking him out to the oak.
Beengone about ten minutes. They had it in for him, andNI couldn't do
athing! The men in this townN" Epithets rushed incoherently from Bill's
lips, just as violent weeping marks the reaction from a woman's first si-
lence in the face of tragedy.

Dade did not hear a word he was saying, after those first jerky sen-
tences.He stood looking past Bill at a drunken Irishman who was mak-
ing erratic progress up the street; and he was no more conscious of the
Irishman than he was of Bill's scorching condemnation of the town
which could permit such outrages.

"Watch Surry a minute!" he said abruptly, and hurried into the
gambling hall. In a minute he was back again and lifting foot to the
stirrup.

"How long did you say they've beengone?"he asked, without looking
at Bill.

“Ten or fifteen minutes. Say, you can't do anything!"

Dade was already half-way up the block, a swirl of sand-dust marking
his flight. Bill stared after him distressfully.

"He'll go and get his light put outNand he won't help Jacka damn bit,"
he told himself miserably, and went in. Life that day looked very hard to
big-hearted Bill Wilson, and scarcely worth the trouble of living it.

It broke the heart of Dade Hunter to seehow near the sinister proces-
sion was to the live oak that had come to be looked upon asthe gallows
of the Vigilance Committee; a gallows whose broad branches sheltered
from rain and sun alike the unmarked graves of the men who had come
there shuddering and looked upon it, and shuddering had looked no
more upon anything in this world.

Until he was near enough to risk betraying his haste by the hoof-beats
of his horse, Dade kept Surry at a run. Upon the crest of the slope which
the procession was leisurely descending, he slowed to a lope; and so
overtook the crowd that straggled always out to the hangings, camethey
ever so frequent. Reeling in the saddle, he came up with the stragglers,
singing and marking time with a half-empty bottle of whisky.

The few who knew him looked at one another askance.
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"Say, Hunter, ain't yuh got any feelin's? That there's your pardner on
the hoss," one loose-jointed miner expostulated.

"Sure, | got feelin's! Have a d-drink?" Dade leered drunkenly at the
speaker. "Jack'sNno good anyway. Tol' 'im he'd get hung if heNhave a
d-drink?"

The loose-jointed one would, and sowould his neighbors. The Captain
glanced back at them, gave a contemptuous lift to his upper lip and
faced again to the front.

Dade uncoiled his riata with aimless, fumbling fingers and swung the
noose facetiously toward the bottle, uptilted over the eager mouth of a
weazened little Irishman. He caught bottle and hand together, let them
go with a quick flip of the rawhide and waggled his head in apology.

"Excuseme, Mike," he mumbled, while the Irishman stopped and
glared. "Go awn! Have a drink. Mighta spilled itNshame!"

Jack looked back, his heart thumping heavily at sound of the voice,
thick though it was and maudlin. Dade drunk and full of coarsefoolery
was a sight he had never before looked upon; but Dade's presence,
drunk or sober, made his own plight seema shade lesshopeless.He did
not dare a second glance, with Davis and the Captain walking at either
stirrup; but he listened anxiouslyNlistened and caught a drunken
mumble from the rear, and a chorus of chuckling laughs coming after.

He looked ahead. The great oak was close, so closethat he might have
counted the narrow little ridges of red soil beneath; the ridges which he
knew were the graves of those who had died before him. The great
bough that reached out over the spot where the earth was trampled
smooth in horrible significanceNthe branch from which a noosed rope
dangled sinuously in the breeze that came straight off the
oceanNswayed with majestic deliberation as if Fate herself were
beckoning.

He clasped his hands upon the saddle-horn and, stealthily loosening
the dagger-point from the hem of his sleeve,slid the weapon cautiously
into his hand. When he felt the handle against his palm, he knew that he
had been holding his breath, and that the sigh he gave was an involun-
tary relief that the others had not glimpsed the blade under his clasped
fingers. He would not have to dangle from that swinging rope, at any
rate.

"Hello, pard!" Dade's voice called thickly from close behind. "Looking
for some rope?"

Jackturned his head just asthe looped rawhide slithered past him and
settled taut over the head of the startled buckskin. Like alightning gleam
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slashing through the dark he saw Dade's plan, and played his own part
unhesitatingly.

Two movements he made while the buckskin sat back upon his
haunches and gathered his musclesfor aforward spring. The first was to
lean and send a downward sweep of the dagger across the rope by
which Shorty was leading the horse, and the second was a backward
lunge that drove the knife deep into the bared throat of the Captain,
stunned into momentary inaction by the suddenness of Dade's assault.

The buckskin gave a mighty leap that caught Shorty unawares and
senthim into acrumpled heap in the sand. Dade'sriata, tight asa fiddle-
string at first, slackened as the buckskin, his breath coming in snorts,
surged alongside. Jack leaned againNthis time to snatch the ivory-
handled revolver from the holster on Dade's saddle. As well as he could
with his legs held rigid by the rope that tied his ankles, he twisted in the
saddle and sent leaden answer to the spiteful barking of the guns that
called upon them to halt.

[Illustration: He twisted in the saddle and sent leaden answer to the
spiteful barking of the guns.]

Davis he shot, and saw him sway and fall flat, with a smoking gun in
his hand. Another crumpled forward; and Shorty, just getting painfully
upon his feet, he sentinto the sand again to stay; for his skill with small
arms was something uncanny to witness, and his temper was up and
turning him into a savage like the rest.

But the range was rapidly growing to rifle-length, and death fell short
of his enemies after Shorty went down. When he saw his fourth bullet
kick up a harmless little geyser of sand two rods in advance of the agit-
ated crowd, he left off and turned to his friend.

"l thought you were drunk,"” he observed inanely, as is common to
men who have just come through situations for which no words have
been coined.

"You ain't the only one who made that mistake," Dade retorted grimly,
and looked back. "Good thing those hombres are afoot. We'll get on a
little farther and then we'll fix a hackamore so you can do your own
riding,"

"| can't stand it to ride any fartherN"

"Are you shot?" Dade pulled in a little and looked anxiously into his
face.

"It's the rope. They tied it sotight it's torture. I'd never have believed it
could hurt soNbut they gave me an extra twist or two to show their
friendship, | reckon."
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Dade rode on beyond a little, wooded knoll before he stopped, lest the
crowd, seeing them halt, might think it worth while to follow them afoot.

“They surely didn't intend you to fall off," he said whimsically, when
his knife releasedthe strain. But his lips tightened at the outrage; and his
eyes, bent upon Jack'sleft ankle, wore the look of one who could Kill
without pity.

“They'll never do it to another man," declared Jack,with vindictive rel-
ish. "It was Davis and the Captain; | killed 'em both." He rolled stiffly
from the saddle, found his feet like dead things and stumbled to a little
hillock, where he sat down.

Dade, kneeling awkwardly in his heavy, bearskin chaparejos, picked
at the bonds with the point of his knife. "Lucky you had on boots," he re-
marked. "Even asit is, you're likely to carry creasesfor a while. How the
deuce did you manage to get into this particular scrape?Nif | might ask!"

"I didn't get into it. This particular scrape got me. Say, it's lucky you
happened along just when you did."

To this very obvious statement the other made no reply. He cut the last
strand of the rope that bound Jack'sankles so mercilessly, and stood up.
"You better take off your boots and rub some feeling into your feet while
| make a hackamore for that horse. The sooner we get out of this, the bet-
ter. What's left of the Committee will probably be pretty anxious to see
you."

"Oh, damn the Committee!Nas Bill remarked after the trial." Jack
made an attempt to remove one of his boots, found the pain intolerable
and desisted with a groan. "l wish they would show up,” he declared.
"I'd like to give them a taste of this foot-tying business!"

Dade went on tying the hackamore with a haste that might be called
anxious. With just two bullets left in the pistol and with no powder upon
his person for further reloading, he could not share Jack'seagernessto
meet the Committee again. When Surry gave over rolling with his
tongue the little wheel in his bit, and with lifted head and eyes alert
perked his ears forward towards the hill they had just crossed, he
slipped the hackamore hurriedly into place and turned to his friend.

"You climb on to Surry, and we'll pull out,” he said shortly. "I wouldn't
give two pesosfor this buckskin, but we're going to add horse-stealing to
our other crimes; and while it's all right to damn the Committee, it's just
as well to do it at a distance, just now, old man."

The caution fell flat, for Jackwas wholly absorbed by the pain in his
feet and ankles, as the blood was being forced into the congested veins.
Dade led the white horse close,to save him the discomfort of hobbling to
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it, and waited until Jackwas in the saddle before he vaulted upon the
tricky-eyed buckskin. He led the way down into a shallow depression
which wound aimlessly towards the ocean; and later, when trees and
bushes and precipitous bluffs threatened to bar their way, he swung ab-
ruptly to the east and south.

"Maybe you won't object so hard to Palo Alto now," he bantered at
last, when at dusk he ventured out upon "El Camino Real" (which is
pure Spanishfor "The King's Highway"), that had linked Mission to Mis-
sion all down the fertile length of California when the land was wilder-
ness."Solitude ought to feel good, after to-day." When he got no answer,
Dade looked around at the other.

Jack'sface showed vaguely through the night fog creeping in from the
clamorous ocean off to the west. His legs were hanging free of the stir-
rups, and his hands rested upon the high saddle-horn.

"Say, Dade," he asked irrelevantly and with a mystifying earnestness,
"which do you think would kil a man quickestNa slash across the
throat, or a stab in the heart?"

"l wouldn't call either one healthy. Why?"

"I was just wondering,” Jack returned ambiguously. "If you hadn't
happened alongNsay, how did you happen to come? Was that another
sample of my fool's luck?" Sincethe coincidence had not struck him be-
fore, one might guessthat he was accustomed to having Dade at his el-
bow when he was most needed.

"Bill Wilson sentword that you were making sevenkinds of a fool of
yourselfNBill named a few of themNand advised me to get you out of
town. I've more respectfor Bill's judgment than ever. | took his advice as
it stoodNand therefore, you're headed for safer territory than you were
awhile ago. It ain't heaven," he added, "but it's next thing to it."

“I'm not hankering after heaven, right now," averred Jack."Most any
other place looks good to me; I'm not feeling a hit critical, Dade. And if |
didn't say it before, old man, you're worth a whole regiment to a fellow
in a fix."
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Chapter

Hospitality

If you would enjoy that fine hospitality which gives gladly to strangers
and to friends alike of its poverty or plenty, and for the giving asksnoth-
ing in return, you should seekthe far frontiers; but if you would seehos-
pitality glorified into something more than a simple virtue, then you
should find, if you can, one of the old-time haciendasthat were the pride
of early California.

Time was when the wild-eyed cattle which bore upon their fat-cush-
loned haunchesthe searedcrescentthat proclaimed them the property of
old Don Andres Picardo (who owned, by grant of the king, all the upper
half of the valley of SantaClara) were free to any who hungered. Time
was when a traveler might shoot a fat yearling and feast his fill, unques-
tioned by the don or the don's dark-eyed vaqueros.

Don Andres Picardo was a large-hearted gentleman; and to deny any
man meat would bring to his cheeksa blush for his niggardliness. That
was in the beginning, when he reigned in peace over the peninsula.
When the vaqueros, jingling indignantly into the patio of his home, first
told of carcassesslaughtered wantonly and left to rot upon the range
with only the loin and perhaps a juicy haunch missing, their master
smiled deprecatingly and waved them back whence they came. There
were cattle in plenty. What mattered one steer, or even a fat cow, slain
wastefully? Were not thousands left?

But when tales reached him of cattle butchered by the hundred, and of
beef that was being sold for an atrocious price in San Francisco, the old
Spaniard was shocked into laying aside the traditions and placing some
check upon the unmannerly "gringos" who so abused his generosity.

He established a camp just within the northern boundary of his land;
and there he stationed his most efficient watch-dog, Manuel Sepulveda,
with two vaqueros whose business it was to stop the depredations.

Meat for all who asked for meat, paid they in gold or in gratit-
udeNthat was their "patron's" order. But they must ask. And the
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vaqueros rode diligently from bay to mountain slopes, and each day
their hatred of the Americanos grew deeper, as they watched over the
herds of their loved patron, that the gringos might not steal that which
they might, if they were not wolves, have for the asking.

The firelight in the tule-thatched hut of Manuel Sepulveda winked fa-
cetiously at the black fog that peered in at the open door. A night wind
from the north crept up, parted the fog like a black curtain and
whispered something which set the flames a-dancing as they listened.
The fog swung back jealously to hear what it was, and the wind went
away to whisper its wonder-tale to the trees that rustled astonishment
and nodded afterward to one another in approval, like the arrant gossips
they were. The chill curtain fell straight and heavy again before the door,
so that the firelight shone dimly through its folds; but not before Dade,
riding at random save for the trust he put in the sure homing instinct of
his horse, caught the brief gleam of light and sighed thankfully.

"We'll stop with old Manuel to-night," he announced cheerfully.
"Here's his cabin, just ahead."

"And who's old Manuel?" asked Jackpetulantly, becauseof the pain in
his feet and his own unpleasant memories of that day.

"Don Andres Picardo's head vaquero. He camps here to keep an eye
on the cattle. Some fellows from town have been butchering them right
and left and doing a big business in beef, according to all accounts.
Manuel hates gringos like centipedes, but | happened to get on the good
side of himNpartly becausemy Spanishis asgood ashis own. An Amer-
icano who has black hair and can talk Spanish like the don himself isn't
an Americano, in Manuel's eyes."

While they were unsaddling under the oak tree, where the vaqueros
kept their riding gear in front of the cabin, Manuel himself came to the
door and stood squinting into the fog, while he flapped a tortilla dexter-
ously between his brown palms.

“Is it you, Valencia??" he called out in Spanish, giving the tortilla a
deft, whirling motion to even its edges.

Dade led the way into the zone of light, and Manuel stepped back with
a series of welcoming nods. His black eyes darted curiously to the
stranger, who, in Manuel's opinion, looked unpleasantly like a gringo,
with his coppery hair waving crisply under his sombrero, and his eyes
that were blue as the bay over there to the east. But when Dade intro-
duced him, Jackgreeted his squat host with a smile that was disarming
in its boyish good humor, and with language as liquidly Spanish as
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Manuel's best Castilian, which he reserved for his talks with the patron
on the porch when the se—ora and the young se—orita were by.

The distrust left Manuel's eyes as he trotted acrossthe hard-trodden
dirt floor and laid the tortilla carefully upon a hot rock, where three oth-
ers crisped and curled their edges in delectable promise of future
toothsomeness.

He stood up and turned to Dade amiably, his knuckles pressing lightly
upon his hips that his palms might be saved immaculate for the next
little corn cake which he would presently slap into thin symmetry.

"Madre de Dios!" he cried suddenly, quite forgetting the hospitable
thing he had meant to say about his supper. "You are hurt, Se—or! The
blood is on your sleeve and your hand."

Dade looked down at his hand and laughed. "I did get a scratch. I'll let
you see what it's like."

"You never told me you got shot!" accused Jack sharply, from where
he had thrown himself down on a bundle of blankets covered over with
a bullock hide dressed soft as chamois.

"Never thought of it," retorted Dade in Spanish, out of regard for his
host.

"We had some trouble with the gringos,” he explained to Manuel.
“There was a little shooting, and a bullet grazed my arm. It doesn't
amount to much, but I'll let you look at it."

"Ah, the gringos!" Manuel spat after the hated name. "The patron is too
good, too generous! They steal the cattle of the patron, though they
might have all they need for the asking. Like the green worms upon the
live oaks, they would strip the patron's herds to the last, lean old bull
that is too tough even for their wolf teeth! Me, | should like to lassoand
drag to the death every gringo who comes sneaking in the night for the
meat which tastessweeter when it is stolen. To-day Valencia rode down
to the bayouN"

While he told indignantly the tale of the latest pillage, he bared the
wounded arm. Jackgot stiffly upon his swollen feet to look. It was not a
serious wound, aswounds go; a deep gash in the bicep, where a bullet
meant for Dade's heart had plowed under his upraised arm four inches
wide of its mark. It must have been painful, though he had not once
mentioned it; and a shamed flush stung Jack's cheeks when he re-
membered his own complaints because of his feet.

"You never told me!" he accusedagain, this time in the language of his
host.
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"The Se—orHunter hasthe brave heart of a Spaniard, though his blood
is light," said Manuel rebukingly. "The Se—or Hunter would not cry over
a bigger hurt than this!"

Jack sat down again upon the bull-hide seat and dropped his face
between his palms. Old Manuel spoke truer than he knew. Dade Hunter
was made of the stuff that will suffer much for a friend and say nothing
about it, and to-day was not the first time when Jackhad all unwittingly
given that friendship the test supreme.

Manuel carefully inspected the wound and murmured his sympathy.
He pulled a bouquet of dry herbs from where it hung in a corner, under
the low ceiling, and seta handful brewing in water, where the coalswere
golden-yellow with heat. He tore a strip of linen off Valencia's best shirt
which he was saving for fiestas, and prepared a bandage, interrupting
himself now and then to dart over and inspect the tortillas baking on the
hot rock. For a fat man he moved with extraordinary briskness, and so
managed to do three things at one time and do them all thoroughly; he
washed and dressedthe wound with the herbs squeezedinto a poultice,
rescued the tortillas from scorching, and spake his mind concerning the
gringos who, he declared, were despoiling this his native land. Then he
lifted certain pots and platters to the center of the hut and cheerfully an-
nounced supper; and squatted on the floor, facing his guests over the
food.

“There's another thing that bothers me, Manuel," Dade announced hu-
morously, when they three were seated around the pot of frijoles, the
earthen pan of smoking carne-seco(which is meat flavored hotly after
the Spanish style) and a stack of the tortillas Manuel's fat hands had cre-
ated while he talked.

Manuel, bending a tortilla into a scoop wherewith to help himself to
the brown beans, raised his black eyes anxiously. "But is there further
hurt?" he asked, and glanced wistfully at the tortilla before laying it
down that he might minister further to the se—or.

"NoNgo on with your supper. There's a buckskin horse out there that
the gringos may say | stole. | don't want the beast; he's about fourteen
years old and he's got a Roman nose to beat Caesarhimself, and a bad
eye and a wicked heart."

"Dios!" murmured Manuel over the list of equine shortcomings and
took a large, relieved bite of tortilla and beans.The se—or was pleased to
jest with a poor vaquero, but the se—or would doubtless explain. He
chewed luxuriously and waited, his black eyes darting from this face
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which he knew and liked, to that strange one of the blue eyes and the
hair that was like the dullest of dull California gold.

"l don't like that caballo," went on Dade, helping himself to meat, "and
so I'd hate like the deuce to be hung for stealing him; sabe?"

Manuel licked a finger before he spread his hands to show how com-
pletely he failed to understand. "But if the caballo does not please the
se—or, why then did the se—or stealN"

"You see,| wanted to bring my partnerNSe—or JackAllenNdown here
with me. And he was riding the caballo, and he couldn't get offN"

Manuel swore a Spanish oath politely, to please his guest who wished
to amaze him.

"Becausehe was tied on." Dade failed just there to keep a betraying
hardness out of his voice. "The Viligantes wereNgoing toNhang him."
The last two words were cut short off with the click of his jaws coming
together.

Manuel thereupon swore more sincerely and spilled beans from his
tortilla scoop. He knew the ways of the Committee. Four months
agoNwhen the Committee was newer and more justNthey had hanged
the third cousin of his half-sister's husband. It is true, the man had killed
a woman with a knife; yet Manuel's black beard bristled when he
thought of the affront to his hypothetical kinship.

"I had to take the two together,"” Dade explained, trying with better
successto speak lightly. "And now, if | turn the buckskin loose, he may
go backNand he may not. | was wonderingN"

Manuel cut him short. "To-morrow | ride to town," he said. "l will take
the caballo back with me, if that pleasesthe se—ors.| will turn him loose
near the Mission, and he will go to his stable.

"The se-or," he added, "was very brave. Madre de Dios! To run away
with a prisoner of the Vigilantes! But they will surely kill the se—or for
that; the taking of the horse, that is nothing." His teeth shone briefly un-
der his black mustache. "One can die but once," he pointed out, and em-
phasized his meaning by a swift glance at Jack, moodily nibbling the
edge of a corn cake. "But if the horse does not please the se—orN"

Dade caught his meaning and laughed a little over it. "The horse," he
said, "belongs to the Committee; my friend does not."

"S’, Se—orNbut surely that is true. OnlyN" he stroked his crisp beard
thoughtfullyN"the se—ors would better go to-morrow to the patron.
There the gringos dare not come. In this poor hut the se—ors may not be
safeNfor we are but three poor vaqueros when all are here. We will do
our bestN"
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“Three vaqueros," declared Dade with fine diplomacy, "as brave asthe
three who live here, would equal twenty of the Committee. But we will
not let it come to that."

Manuel took the flattery with a glimpse of white teeth and a deprecat-
ory wave of the hand, and himself qualified it modestly afterward.

"With the knifeNperhaps. But the gringos have guns which speak fast.
Still, we would do our bestN"

"Say,if he'sgoing backto town to-morrow," spake Jacksuddenly, from
where he reclined in the shadow "why can't | write a note to Bill Wilson
and have him send down my guns? The Captain took them away, you
know; but he won't object to giving them back now!" His voice was
bitter.

"The rest of them might. You seemto think that when you killed Per-
kins you wiped out the whole delegationNwhich you didn't. What was
the row about; if you don't mind telling me?"

"I thought you knew," said Jack quite sincerely, which proved more
than anything how absorbed he was in his own part in the affair. He
shifted his head upon his clasped hands so that his eyesmight rest upon
the waning firelight, where the pot of frijoles, set back from supper, was
still steaming languidly in the hot ashes.

"You started it yourself, two weeks ago," he announced whimsically,
to lighten a little the somber tale. "If you hadn't bought that white horse
from that drunken Spaniard, I'd be holding a handful of acesand kings
to-night, most likely, in Bill Wilson's place. And my legs wouldn't be
aching like the devil," he added, reminded anew of his troubles, when he
shifted his position. "It's all your fault, bought the horse."

Dade grinned and bent to hold atwig in the coals,that he might light a
cigarette. "All right, I'm the guilty party. Let's have the consequencesof
my evil deed," he advised, settling back on his heels and lowering an
eyelid at Manuel in behalf of this humorous partner of his.

"You bought the horse and broke the Spaniard's heart and ruined his
temper. And he and Sandy had a fight, andNSo," he went on, after a
two-minute break in the argument, "when | heard Swift sneering
something about Sandy, last night, | rose up in meeting and told him and
some others what | thought of 'em. | was not," he explained, "thinking
nice thoughts at the time. You see, Perkins, since he got the lead, has
gathered a mighty scaly bunch around him, and they've been running
things to suit themselves.

“Then, Swift and two or three others held up a boy from the mines to-
day, and | happened to seeit. | interfered; fact is, | killed a couple of
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them. Sothey arrested both of us, went through a farce trial, and were
trying to hurry me into Kingdom Come before Bill Wilson got a rescue
party together, when you come along. That's all. They let the kid
goNwhich was a good thing. | don't think they'll be down here after me.
In fact, I've beenthinking maybe I'd go back, in a day or so, and have it
out with them."

"Yes, that's about what you'd be thinking, all right,” retorted Dade un-
emotionally. "Sounds perfectly natural." The tone of him, being unsym-
pathetic, precipitated an argument which flung crisp English sentences
back and forth acrossthe cabin. Manuel, when the words grew strange
and took on a harsh tang which to his ear meant anger, diplomatically
sought his blankets and merged into the shadow of the corner farthest
from the fire and nearestthe door. The se—orswere pleasedto disagree;
if they fought, he had but to dodge out into the night and neutrality. The
duties of hospitality weighed hard upon Manuel during that half-hour or
SO.

Dade's cigarette stub, flung violently into the heart of the fire glow,
seemed to Manuel a crucial point in the quarrel; he slipped back the
blankets, ready to retreat at the first lunge of open warfare. He breathed
relief, however, when Dade got up and stretched his arms to the dried
tules overhead, and laughed a lazy surrender of the argument, if not of
his opinion upon the subject.

"You're surely the most ambitious trouble-hunter | ever saw," he said,
returning to his habitual humorous drawl, with the twinkle in his eyes
that went with it. "Just the same, we'll not go back to the mine just yet.
Till the dust settles,we're both better off down here with Don Andres Pi-
cardo. | don't want to be hung for the company | keep. BesidesN"

“I'l' bet ten ounces there's a se—orita," hazarded. Jack maliciously.
“You're like Bill Wilson; but you can preach caution till your jaws ache;
you can't fool me into believing you're afraid to go back to the mine. Is
there a se—orita?"

"You shut up and go to sleep,” shapped Dade, and afterward would
not speak at all.

Manuel, in the shadow, frowned over the only words he under-
stoodNDon Andres Picardo and se—orita. The se—ors were agreeable
companions, and they were his guests. But they were gringos, after all.
And if they should presume to lift desireful eyesto the little Se-—orita
TeresaNTeresita, they called her fondly who knew herNManuel's mus-
tache lifted suddenly at one side at the bare possibility.
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Chapter 6

The Valley

In the valley of SantaClara, which lies cradled easily between mountains
and smiles up at the sun nearly the whole year through, Spring has a
winter home, wherein she dwells contentedly while the northern land is
locked in the chill embrace of the Snow King. In February, unless the
north wind sweeps down jealously and stays her hand, she flings a
golden brocade of poppies over the green hillsides and the lower slopes
which the forest has left her. Time was when she spread a deep-piled
carpet of mustard over the floor of the valley aswell, and watched smil-
ing while it grew thicker and higher and the lemon-yellow blossoms
vied with the orange of the poppies, until the two set all the valley
aglow.

Now it was March, and the hillsides were ablaze with the poppies, and
the valley floor was soft green and yellow to the knees; with the great
live oaks standing grouped in stately calm, like a herd of gigantic, green
elephants scattered over their feeding-ground and finding the peace of
repletion with the coming of the sun.

The cabin of Manuel squatted upon a little rise of ground at the head
of the valley. When Jackstood in the doorway and looked down upon
the green sweep of grazing ground with the hills behind, and farther
away another range facing him, he owned to himself that it was good to
be there. The squalidness of the town he had left so tumultuously struck
upon his memory nauseatingly.

Spring was here in the valley, even though the mountains shone white
beyond. A wind had come out of the south and driven the fog back to
the bay, and the sun shone warmly down upon the land. Two robins
sang exultantly in the higher branchesof the oak, where they had break-
fasted satisfyingly upon the first of the little, green worms that gave
early promise of being a pest until such time asthey stiffened and clung
inertly, waiting for the dainty, gray wings to grow and setthem aflutter
over the tree upon which they had fed. One of them dropped upon Jack's
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arm while he stood there and crawled aimlessly from the barren buck-
skin to his wrist. He flung it off mechanically. Spring was here of a truth;
in the town he had not noticed her coming.

"You're right, Dade," he declared suddenly, over his shoulder. "This
beats getting up at noon and going through the motions of living for
twelve or fourteen hours in town. | believe I'll have Manuel get me a rid-
ing outfit, if he will. Maybe I'll take you up on that rodeo proposition.
Reckon your old don will give me a job?"

"Won't cost a peso to find out," said Dade, coming out and standing
beside him in the sun. "I've beentalking to Manuel, and he thinks we'd
better pull out right away. Valencia's got an extra saddle here, and
Manuel says he'll catch a horse for you."

"I believe I'll send a letter to Bill," proposed Jack."He'll give Manuel
enough dust to buy what | need; and | ought to let him know how we
made out, anyway."

A blank leaf from the little memorandum book he always carried, and
a bullet for pencilNperforce, the note was brief; but it told what he
wanted: gold to buy a riding outfit, his pistols which Perkins had taken
from him, and news of Bill's well-being. When the paper would hold no
more and hold it legibly, he folded it carefully so that it would not
smudge, and gave it to his host.

"What if the Committee catchesyou with that buckskin, Manuel?" he
asked abruptly. The risk Manuel would run had not before occurred to
him. "Dade he's liable to get into trouble, if they catch him with that
horse; let's turn the darned thing loose."

"Me, | shall not ride where the gringos will seeme," broke in Manuel
briskly. "The se—ors need not be alarmed. | shall keep away from El
Camino Real. At the Mission | will buy what the se—or desires,and | will
bring it to him at the hacienda."

"Get the best they've got,” Jack adjured him. "An outfit better than
Dade's, if you can find one. Bill Wilson has got about twelve hundred
dollars of mine; get the bestif it cleansthe sack."He grinned at Dade. "If
you're going to bully me into turning vaquero again, I'm going to have
the fun of riding in style, anyway. You've setthe pace,you know. | never
saw you so gaudy. ErNwhat did you say her name is?"

"l didn't say."

"Must be serious. Too bad." Jack shook his head dolefully. "Say,
Manuel, do you know a good riata, when you see one lying around
loose?"
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"S’, Se—or. Me, | have braided the riatas and bridles since | was so
high." From the height of his measuring hand from the beaten clay be-
neath the oak, he proclaimed himself an infant prodigy; but Jackdid not
happen to be looking at him and so remained unamazed.

"Well, you ought to know something about them. Get the best riata
you can find. | leave it to your judgment.”

"S’, Se—or. To-morrow | will bring them to you." He hesitated, his eyes
dwelling curiously upon the coppery hair of this stranger, whose pres-
ence he was not quite sure that he did not resent vaguely. Dade he had
come to acceptas a man whose innate kindliness, which was as much a
part of him asthe blood in his veins, wiped out any stain of alien birth;
but this blue-eyed oneN"The se—or himself is perhaps a judge of riatas?"
he insinuated, politely veiling the quick jealousy of his nature.

"We-el-INyou bring me one ready to fall all to pieces,and | reckon |
could tell it was poor, after it had stranded."

Dade laughed. "Judge of riatas? You wait till you seehim with one in
his hand!"

Manuel's teeth shone briefly, but the smile did not come from his
heart. "Me, | shall surely bring the se—or ariata worthy even of his skill,"
he declared sententiously, as he walked away with his bridle slung over
his arm and his back very straight.

“That sounded sarcastic,"commented Jack,looking after him. "What's
the matter? Is the old fellow jealous?"Dade flicked his cigarette against
the trunk of the oak to remove the white crown of ashes,and shook his
head. "What of?" he asked bluntly. "Half your trouble, Jack,comesfrom
looking for it. Manuel's a fine old fellow. | stayed a few days with him
here when | first left town, and rode around with him. He's straight as
the road to heaven, and | never heard him brag about anything, except
the goodnessof his ‘patron,’ and the things some of his friends cando. I'll
have to ask you to saddle up for me, Jack;this arm of mine's pretty stiff
and sore this morning. Watch how Surry's trained! You wouldn't believe
some of the things he'll do."

He turned towards the horse, feeding knee-deep in grass and young
mustard in the opening farther down the slope, and whistled a long,
high note. The white head went up with a fling of the heavy mane, to
perk earsforward at the sound. Then he turned and came towards them
at a long, swinging walk that was a joy to behold.

"Do you know, | hate the way nature's trimmed down the life of a
horse to a few measly years," said Dade. "A good horse you canlove like
ahumanNand fifteen years is about aslong as he can expectto live and
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amount to anything. Surry's four now, by his teeth. In fifteen years I'll
still be at my best; I'll want that horse like the very devil; and he'll be
dead of old age, if he lasts that long. And a turtle,” he added resentfully
after a pause, "lives hundreds of years, just becausethe darned things
aren't any good on earth!"

“Trade him for a camel," drawled Jack unsympathetically. "They're
more durable."

"Watch him come, now!" Dade gave three short, shrill whistles, and
with a toss of head by way of answer, Surry came tearing up the slope,
straight for his master. The shadow of the oak was all about him when
he planted his front feet stiffly and stopped; flared his nostrils in a snort
and, because Dade waved his hand to the right, wheeled that way,
circled the oak at a pace which set his body aslant and stopped again
guite as suddenly asbefore. Dade held out his hand, and Surry came up
and rubbed the palm playfully with his soft muzzle.

"For a camel, did you say?" Dade grinned triumphantly at the other
over the sleek back of his pet.

"What'll you take for him?"

Dade pulled the heavy forelock straight with fingers that caressed
with every touch. "JosZPachecoasked me that, and | came pretty near
hitting him. | don't reckon I'll ever be drunk enough to name a price. But
| mightN"

Jackglanced at him, and saw that his lips were half parted in a smile
born of some fancy of his own, and that his eyes were seeing dreams.
Jack stared for a full minute before Dade's thoughts jerked back to his
surroundings. Dade was not a dreamer; or if he were, Jackhad never had
occasion to suspect him of it, and he wondered a little what it was that
had sent Dade into dreams at that hour of the morning. But Manuel was
returning, riding one pony and leading another; so Jackthrew away his
cigarette stub and picked up the saddle blanket.

Manuel cameup and saddled his mount silently, his deft fingers work-
ing mechanically while his black eyes stole sidelong looks at Jack sad-
dling Surry, asif he would measure the man anew. While he was ana-
thematizing the buckskin in language for which he would needto do a
penance later on, if he confessedthe blasphemy to the padre, Jackthrew
Valencia's saddle upon the little sorrel pony Manuel had led up for him
to ride.

“Truly one would not like to die for having stolen such a beast," stated
Manuel earnestly, knotting a macarte around the neck of the buckskin.
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"He is only fit to carry men to hangings. Come, accursed one! The Vigil-
antes are weeping for one so like themselves. Adios, Se—ors!"

He rode away, still heaping opprobrium upon the reluctant buckskin,
and speedily he disappeared behind a clump of willows clothed in the
pale green of new leaves.

Dade dropped the bullock hide which served for a door, to signify that
the master of the house was absent. Though the old don's cattle might be
butchered under his very nose, Manuel's few belongings would not be
molested, though only the dingy brown hide of a bull long since gone
the way of all flesh barred the way; a week, one month or six the hut
would stand inviolate from despoliation; for such was the unwritten law
of a land where life was held cheaper than the things necessaryto pre-
serve life.

On such a morning, when the air was like summer and all the birds
were rehearsing most industriously their parts in the opening chorus
with which Spring meant to celebrate her return to the northern land, a
ride down the valley was pure joy to any man whose soul was tuned in
harmony with the great outdoors; and trouble lagged and could not keep
pace with the riders.

Half-way down, they met Valencia, a slim young Spaniard with one of
those amazing smiles that was like a flash of sunlight, what with his per-
fect teeth, his eyesthat could almost laugh out loud, and a sunny soul
behind them. Valencia, having an appetite for acquiring wisdom of vari-
ous kinds and qualities, knew some English and was not averse to mak-
ing strangers aware of the accomplishment.

Therefore, when the two greeted him in Spanish, he calmly replied:
"Hello, pardner,” and pulled up for a smoke.

"How you feel for my dam-close call to-morrow?" he wanted to know
of Jack, when he learned his name.

"Pretty well. How did you knowN?" began Jack,but the other cut him
short.

"JosZ sheheard on town. The patron, she'sworry leetle. She's'fraid for
Se-or Hunter be keel. Me, | ride to find for-sure." Valencia dropped his
match, and leaned negligently from the saddle and picked it out of the
grass, his eyes stealing a look at the stranger as he came up.

"Good work,"” commented Jack under his breath to Dade. But
Valencia's earswere keen for praise; he heard, and from that moment he
was Jack's friend.

"I borrowed your saddle, Valencia," Jack announced, meaning to
promise a speedy return of it.
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"Not my saddle; yours and mine, amigo,” amended Valencia quite
simply and sincerely. "Mine, she'syours also. You keep him." While he
smoked the little, corn-husk cigarette, he eyed with admiration the
copper-red hair upon which Manuel had looked with disfavor.

Before they rode on and left him, his friendliness had stamped an
agreeableimpression upon Jack'sconsciousness.He looked back approv-
ingly at the sombreroed head bobbing along behind a clump of young
manzanita just making ready to bloom daintily.

"I like that vaquero,” he stated emphatically. "He's worth two of
Manuel, to my notion."

“Valencia? He's not half the man old Manuel is. He gambles worse
than an Injun, and never has anything more than his riding outfit and
the clothes on his back, they tell me. And he fights like a catamount
when the notion strikes him; and it doesn't seemto make much differ-
encewhether he's got an excuseor not. He's a good deal like you, in that
respect,” he added, with that perfect frankness which true friendship af-
fects as a special privilege earned by its loyalty.

"Manuel's got tricky eyes,"countered Jack."He's the kind of Spaniard
that will 'S’, Se—or," while he's hitching his knife loose to get you in the
back. | know the breed; | lived amongst 'em before | ever saw you.
Valencia's the kind I'd tie to."

"And | was working with 'em when you were saying 'pitty horsey!" My
first job was with a Spanish outfit. A Mexican majordomo licked me into
shape when | was sweet sixteen. And," he clinched the argument merci-
lessly, "I was sixteen and drawing a man's pay on rodeo when you wore
your pants buttoned on to your waist!"

"And you don't know anything yet!" Jackcame back at him. Whereat
they laughed and called a truce, which was the way of them.
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Chapter 7

The Lord of the Valley

Scattered, grazing herds of wild, long-horned cattle that ran from their
approach gave place to feeding mustangs with the mark of the saddle
upon them. Later, an adobe wall confronted them; and this they fol-
lowed through a grove of great live oaks and up a grassy slope beyond,
to where the long, low adobe house sat solidly upon a natural terrace,
with the valley lying before and the hills at its back; a wide-armed, wide-
porched, red-roofed adobe such asthe Spanish aristocracy loved to build
for themselves. The sun shone warmly upon the great, latticed porch,
screenedby the passion vines that hid one end completely from view. To
the left, a wing stretched out generously, with windows curtained
primly with some white stuff that flapped desultorily in the fitful breeze
from the south. At the right, so closethat they came near being a part of
the main structure and helped to give the general effect of a hollow,
open-sided square, stood a row of small adobe huts; two of them were
tiled like the house, and the last, at the outer end, was thatched with
tules.

Into the immaculate patio thus formed before the porch, Dade led the
way boldly, asone sure of his welcome. Behind the vines a girl's voice,
speaking rapidly and softly with a laugh running all through the tones,
hushed as suddenly asdoes a wild bird's twitter when strange steps ap-
proach. And just as suddenly did Dade's nostrils flare with the quick
breath he drew; for tones, if one listens understandingly, may tell a great
deal. Even Jackknew instinctively that a young man satwith the girl be-
hind the vines.

After the hush they heard the faint swish of feminine movement. She
came and stood demurely at the top of the wide steps,a little hoop over-
flowing soft, white embroidered stuff in her hands.

"Welcome home, Se-or Hunter," she said, and made him a courtesy
that was one-third politeness and the rest pure mockery. "My father will

51



be relieved in his mind when he seesyou. | think he slept badly last
night on your account."

Wistfulness was in Dade's eyes when he looked at her; as though he
wanted to ask if she also were relieved at seeing him. But there was the
man behind the lattice where the vines were thickest; the man who was
young and whom she had found a pleasant companion. Also there was
Jack,who was staring with perfect frankness, his eyesa full shade darker
as he looked at her. And there was the peon scampering barefooted
acrossfrom one of the huts to take their horses. Dade therefore confined
himself to conventional phrases.

"Se—orita, let me present to you my friend, JackAllen,"” he said. "Jack,
this is the Se—orita Teresa Picardo."

His nostrils widened again when he looked casually at Jack;for Jack's
sombrero was swept down to his knees in saluteNthough it was not
that; it was the look in his face that sent Dade's glance seeking Teresita's
eyes for answer.

But Teresita only showed him how effectively black lashes contrast
with the faint flush of cheeksjust hinting at dimples, and he got no an-
swer there.

She made another little courtesy, lifting her lashes unexpectedly for a
swift glance at Jack,as he dismounted hastily and went up two steps, his
hand outstretched to her.

"We Americanos like to shake hands upon a new friendship," he said
boldly.

The se—orita laughed a little, changed her embroidery hoop from her
right hand to her left, laid her fingers in his palm, blushed when his
hand closed upon them eagerly, and laughed again when her gold
thimble slipped and rolled tinkling down the steps.

Dade picked the thimble out of a matted corner of aviolet bed, and re-
turned it to her unsmilingly; got aflash of her eyesand a little nod for his
reward, and stood back, waiting her further pleasure.

"You have had adventures, Se—or, since yesterday morning,” she said
to him lightly. "Truly, you Americanos do very wonderful things! JosZ,
here is Se—or Hunter and his friend whom he stole away from the Vigil-
antes yesterday! Did you have the invisible cap, Se—or?It was truly a
miracle such asthe padres tell of, that the blessedsaints performed in the
books. JosZtold us what he heardNbut when | have called my mother,
you yourself must tell us every little bit of it."

While she was talking she was also pulling forward two of the easiest
chairs, playing the hostessprettily and stealing a lash-hidden glance now
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and then at the tall se—or with such blue eyesand hair the like of which
she had never seen, and the mouth curved like the lips of a woman.

The young man whom she addressed as JosZrose negligently and
greeted them punctiliously; seatedhimself again, picked up a guitar and
strummed a minor chord lazily.

"Don Andres is busy at the corrals," JosZvolunteered, when the girl
had gone. "He will return soon. You had a disagreeable experience,
Se—-or?0One of my vaqueros heard the story in town. There was a rumor
that the Vigilantes were sending out parties to searchfor you when Car-
los started home. Se—or Allen is lucky to get off so easily."

Jackheld a match unlighted in his fingers while he studied the face of
JosZ.The tone of him had jarred, but his features were wiped clean of
any expression save faint boredom; and his fingers, plucking a plaintive
fragment of a fandango from the strings, belied the sarcasm Jack had
suspected. Don Andres himself, at that moment coming eagerly across
from the hut at the end of the row, saved the necessity of replying.

"Welcome home, amigo mio!" cried the don, hurrying up the steps,
sombrero in hand. "Never has sight of a horse pleased me aswhen Diego
led yours to the stable. Thrice welcomeNsince you bring your friend to
honor my poor household with his presence."

No need to measure guardedly those tones, or that manner. Don
Andres Picardo was as clean, as honest, and as kindly as the sunshine
that mellowed the dim distances behind him. The two cameto their feet
unconsciously and received his handclasp with inner humility. Don
Andres held Dade's hand a shade longer than the most gracious hospit-
ality demanded, while his eyesdwelt solicitously upon his face,browned
near to the shade of a native son of those western slopes.

"| heard of your brave deed, Se—orNof how you rode into the midst of
the Vigilantes and snatched your friend from under the very shadow of
the oak. | did not hear that you escapedtheir vengeanceafterwards, and
| feared greatly lest harm had befallen you. Dios! It was gallantly done,
like a knight of olden timesN"

"Oh, no. | didn't rescueany lady, Don Andres. JustJackNand he was
in afair way to rescue himself, by the way. It wasn't anything much, but
| suppose the story did grow pretty big by the time it got to you."

"And doesyour friend also call it a little thing?" The don turned quiz-
zically to Jack.

"He does not," Jackreturned promptly, although his ears were listen-
ing attentively for a nearer approach of the girl-voice he heard within the
house. "He calls it one of the big things Dade is always doing for his
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friends." He dropped a hand on Dade's shoulder and shook him with an
affectionate make-believe of disfavor. "He's always risking his valuable
neck to save my worthless one, Don Andres. He means well, but he
doesn't know any better. He packed me out of a nest of Indians once, just
as foolishly; we were coming out from Texas at the time. You'd be
amazed at some of the things | could tell you about himN"

"And about himself, if he would,” drawled Dade. "If he ever tells you
about the Indian scrape, Don Andres, ask him how he happened to get
into the nest. As to yesterday, perhaps you heard how it came that Jack
got so close to the oak!"

"NoNI heard merely of the danger you were in. JosZ'shead vaquero
was in town when the Vigilantes returned with their Captain and those
others, and there were many rumors. This morning | sent Valencia to
learn the truth, and if you were in dangerNPerhaps | could have done
little, but | should have tried to save you," he added simply. "I should
not like a clash with the gringosNpardon, Se-ors;| speak of the class
whom you also despise."

JosZlaughed and swept the strings harshly with his thumb. "The clash
will come, Don Andres, whether you like it or not,"” he said. "This morn-
ing | saw one more unasked tenant on your meadow, near the grove of
alders. What they call a 'prairie schooner." A big, red-topped hombre,
and his womanNgringos of the class| despise; which includes"Nagain
he flung his thumb across the guitar stringN"all gringos!"

Jack's lips opened for hot answer, but Don Andres forestalled him
quietly.

"One more tenant does not harm me, JosZ.When the American gov-
ernment puts its sealupon the seal of Spain and restoresmy land to me,
these unasked tenants will go the way they came.There will be no clash.”
But he sighed even while he made the statement, as if the subject were
neither new nor pleasant to dwell upon.

"Why," demanded JosZbitterly, "should the Americanos presume to
question our right to our land? You and my father made the valley what
it is; your shiploads of hides and tallow that you sentfrom Yerba Buena
made the town prosper, and called adventurers this way; and now they
steal your cattle and lands, and their government is the biggest thief of
all, for it tells them to steal more. They will make you poor, Don Andres,
while you wait for them to be just. No, | permit no 'prairie schooner'to
stop, even that their oxen may drink. My vaqueros ride beside them till
they have crossedthe boundary. You, Don Andres, if you would permit
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your vaqueros to do likewise, instead of shaking hands with the gringos
and bidding them welcomeN"

"But | do not permit it; nor do | seekcounsel from the children | have
tossed on my foot to the tune of a nursery rhyme." He shook his white-
crowned head reprovingly. "He was always screaming at his duenna,
one child that | recollect," he smiled.

"Art thou scolding JosZagain, my Andres? He loves to play that thou
and Teresita are children still, JosZ;it servesto beguile him into forget-
ting the years upon his head! Welcome, Se—ors.Teresita but told me this
moment that you had come. She is bringing the wineN"

On their feet they greeted the Se—oraPicardo. Like the don, her hus-
band, honest friendliness was in her voice, her smile, the warm clasp of
her plump hand. The sort of woman who will mother you at sight, was
the se—ora. Purple silkNhastily put on for the guests, one might sus-
pectNclothed her royally. Golden hoops hung from her ears, a diamond
brooch held together the lace beneath her cushiony chin; a comfortable
woman who smiled much, talked much and worried more lest she leave
some little thing undone for those about her.

"And this is the poor se—or who was in such dreadful danger!" she
went on commiseratingly. "Ah, the wicked times that have come upon
us! Presently we shall fear to sleepin our bedsNSe—or Hunter, you have
been hurt! The mark of blood is on your sleeve,the stain is on your side!
A-ah, my poor friend! Come instantly and | willN"

"Gracias, Se—ora; it is nothing. Besides, Manuel put on a poultice of
herbs. It's only a scratch, but it bled a little while | rode to the hut of
Manuel." If blushes could have shown through the tan, Dade might have
looked as uncomfortable as he felt at that moment.

The se—orita was already in the doorway, convoying a sloe-eyed maid
who bore wine and glassesupon atray of beatensilver; and the smile of
the se—orita was disturbing to a degree, brief though it was.

Behind the wine came cakes,and the se—orita pointed tragically to the
silver dish that held them. "Madre mia, those terrible children of Margar-
ita have stolen half the cakes!| ran after them in the orchardNbut they
swallow fast, those ni—os! Now the se—ors must starve!"

Up went the hand of the se—orain dismay, and down went the head of
the se—orita to hide how she was biting the laughter from her lips. "I
ran," she murmured pathetically, "and | caught AngeloNbut at that mo-
ment he popped the cake into his mouth and it was gone! Then | ran
after MariaNand she swallowedN"
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"Teresita mia! The se—orswill thinkN" What they would think she did
not stipulate, but her eyesimplored them to judge leniently the irrepress-
ibility of her beautiful one. There were cakes sufficientNa hasty glance
reassured her upon that pointNand Teresitawas in one of her mischiev-
ous moods. The mother who had reared her sighed resignedly and
poured the wine into the small glasseswith a quaint design cut into their
sides, perfectly unconscious of the good the little diversion had done.

For a half-hour there was peaceful converse; of the adventure which
had brought the two gringos to the ranch asto a sanctuary, of the land
which lay before them, and of the unsettled conditions that filled the
days with violence.

JosZstill strummed softly upon the guitar, a pleasant undertone to the
voices. And becausehe said very little, he saw and thought the more;
seeingglancesand smiles between a strange man and the maid whom he
loved desirefully, bred the thought which culminated in a sudden burst
of speechagainst the gringos who had come into the peaceful land and
brought with them strife. Who stole the cattle of the natives, calmly ap-
propriated the choicestbits of valley land without so much asa by-your-
leave, and who treated the rightful owners with contempt and asthough
they had no right to live in the valley where they were born.

"Last week," he went on hotly, "an evil gringo with the clay of his bur-
rowings still upon his garments cursed me and called me greaser be-
causel did not give him all the road for his burro. |1, JosZPacheco!They
had better have a care, or the 'greasers'will drive them back whence they
came, like the cattle they are. When [, a don, must give the road to a
gringo lower than the peonswhom | flog for lessimpertinence, it is time
we ceasedtaking them by the hand asthough they were our equals!" His
eyes went accusingly to the face of the girl.

Sheflung up her head and met the challenge in her own way, which
was with the knife-thrust of her light laughter. "Ah, the poor Amer-
icanos! Not the prayers of all the padres can save them from the black-
nessof their fate, since Don JosZPachecofrowns and will not take their
hand in friendship! How they will gnash the teeth when they hear the
terrible tidingsNJosZ Pacheco,don and son of a don, will have none of
them, nor will he give way to their poor burros on the highway!" She
shook her head as she had done over the tragedy of the little cakes.
"Pobre gringos! Pobre gringos!" she murmured mockingly.

"Children, have done!" The hand of the se—ora went chidingly to the
shoulder of her incorrigible daughter. "This is foolish and un-
seemlyNthough all thy quarreling is that, the saints know well. Our
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guests are Americanos; our guests, who are our friends," she stated
gently, looking at JosZ."Not all Spaniards are good, JosZ;not all gringos
are bad. They are as we are, good and bad together. Speak not like a
child, amigo mio."

The guitar which JosZflung down upon a broad stool beside him
hummed resonant accompaniment to his footsteps as he left the veranda.
“Thy house, Se—ora, has been as my mother's house since | can remem-
ber. Until thy gringo guests have made room for me, | leave it!"

"Se—or Allen, would you like to see my birds?" invited Teresita
wickedly, her glanceflicking scornfully the reproachful face of JosZashe
turned it towards her, and dwelling with a smile upon Jack.

"Wicked one!" murmured the se—ora, in her heart more than half ap-
proving the discipline.

JosZhad humiliation as well as much bitterness to carry away with
him; for he saw the se—or with the bright blue eyes follow gladly the
laughing Teresitato her rose garden, and as he went jingling acrossthe
patio without waiting to summon a peon to bring him his horse, he
heard the voice of Don Andres making apology to Dade for the rudeness
of him, JosZ.
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Chapter

Don Andres Wants a Majordomo

"Se—or, those things which you desired that | should bring, | have
brought. All is of the best. Also have | brought a letter from the Se—or
Weelson, and what remains of the gold the se—or will find laid carefully
in the midst of his clothing. So | have done all asit would have been
done for the patron himself." In the downward sweep of Manuel's som-
brero one might read that peculiar quality of irony which dislike loves to
inject into formal courtesy.

Behind Manuel waited a peon burdened with elegant riding gear and
a bundle of clothing, and a gesture brought him forward to deposit his
load upon the porch before the gringo guest, whose "Gracias" Manuel
waved into nothingness; as did the quick shrug disdain the little bag of
gold which Jackdrew from his pocket and would have tossedto Manuel
for reward.

"It was nothing," he smiled remotely; and went his way to find the pat-
ron and deliver to him a message from a friend.

Behind Jackcamethe click of slipper-heels upon the hardwood; and he
turned from staring, puzzled, after the stiff-necked Manuel, and gave the
girl a smile such as a man reservesfor the woman who has entered into
his dreams.

"SantaMaria, what elegance!Now will the se—or ride in splendor that
will dazzle the eyesto look upon!" Teresita bantered, poking a slipper-
toe tentatively towards the saddle, and clasping her hands in mock rap-
ture. "On every corner, silver crescents;on the tapideros, silver stars big-
ger than Venus; riding behind the cantle, a whole milky way; JosZwill
surely go mad with rage when he sees.Stars has JosZ,but no moon to
bear him company when he rides. Surely the cattle will fall upon their
knees when the se—or draws near!"

"Shall we ride out and put them to the test?"he asked wishfully, shak-
ing out the bridle to show the beautiful design of silver inlaid upon the
leather cheek-piece, and stooping to adjust a big-roweled, silver-
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incrusted spur upon his boot-heel. "Manuel does exactly as he is told. |
said he was to get the best he could findN"

"And so no vaquero in the valley will be so gorgeousN" Shebroke off
suddenly to sing in lilting Spanish a fragment of some old song that told
of the lilies of the field that "Toil not, neither do they spin."

"That is not kind. | may not spin, but | toilNI leave it to Dade if |
don't." This last, becausehe caught sight of Dade coming acrossfrom the
row of huts, which was a short cut up from the corrals. "And | can show
you the remains of blistersN" He held out a very nice appearing palm to-
wards her, and looked his fill at her pretty face,while shebent her brows
and inspected the hand with the gravity that threatened to break at any
instant into laughter.

That sickening grip in the chestwhich is a real, physical pain, though
the hurt be given to the soul of a man, slowed Dade's stepsto a lagging
advance towards the tableau the two made on the steps. So had the
se—orita sent him dizzy with desire (and with hope to brighten it) in the
two weeks and more that he had been the honored guest. So had she
laughed and teased him and mocked him; and he had believed that to
him alone would she show the sweet whimsies of her nature. But from
the moment when he laid her gold thimble in her waiting hand and got
no reward save an absent little nod of thanks, the dull ache had been
growing in his heart. He knew what it was that had sent JosZoff in that
headlong rage against all gringos; though two days before he would
have said that JosZ'sealousy was for him, and with good reason. There
had been glances between those two who stood now so close togeth-
erNswift measuring of the weapons which sex uses against sex, with
quick smiles when the glances chanced to meet. JosZalso had seen the
byplay; and the fire had smoldered in his eyesuntil at last it kindled into
flame and drove him cursing from the place. In his heart Dade could not
blame JosZ.

Forgotten while Teresita held back with one hand a black lock which
the wind was trying to fling across her eyes, and murmured mocking
commiseration over the half obliterated callouses on Jack'shand, Dade
loitered acrossthe patio, remembering many things whose very sweet-
ness made the present hurt more bitter. He might have known it would
be like this, he told himself sternly; but life during the past two weeks
had been too sweet for forebodings or for precaution. He had wanted
Jackto seeand admire Teresita, with the sameimpulse that would have
made him want to show Jackany other treasure which Chance held out
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to him while Hope smiled over her shoulder and whispered that it was
his.

Well, Jackhad seenher, and Jacksurely admired her; and the grim hu-
mor of Dade's plight struck through the acheand made him laugh, even
though his jaws immediately went together with a click of teeth and cut
the laugh short. He might have knownNbut he was not the sort of man
who stands guard against friend and foe alike.

And, he owned to himself, Jackwas unconscious of any hurt for his
friend in this rather transparent wooing. A little thought would have en-
lightened him, perhaps, or alittle observation; but Dade could not blame
Jack for not seeking for some obstacle in the path of his desires.

"Shesays|'m lazy and got these callouses grabbing the soft snaps last
summer in the mines," Jackcalled lightly, when finally it occurred to him
that the world held more than two persons."I'm always getting the worst
of it when you and | are compared. But | believe I've got the best of you
on riding outfit, old man. Take alook at that saddle, will you! And these
spurs! And this bridle! The se—orita saysthe cattle will fall on their knees
when | ride past; we're going to take a gallop and find out. Want to come
along?"

"Arrogant one! The se—orita did not agreeto that ride! The se—orita has
something better to do than bask in the glory of so gorgeous a se—or
while he indulges his vanityNand frightens the poor cattle so that, if
they yield their hides at killing time, there will be little tallow for the
ships to carry away!"

The Se-orita Teresita would surely never be guilty of a conscious
lowering of one eyelid to point her raillery, but the little twist shegaveto
her lips when shelooked at Dade offered a fair substitute; and the flirt of
her silken skirts as she turned to run back into the house was sufficient
excuse for any imbecility in a man.

Jacklooked after her with some chagrin. "The little minx! A man might
aswell put up his hands when he hears her comingNhuh? Unless he's
absolutely woman-proof, like you. How do you manage it, anyway?"

"By taking a squint at myself in the looking-glass every morning."
Dade's face managed to wrinkle humorously. "H-m. You are pretty gor-
geous, for a fact. Where's the riata?"

Jack had forgotten that he had ever wanted one. He lifted the heavy,
high-cantled saddle, flung it down upon the other side and untied the
new coil of braided rawhide from its place on the right fork.
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"A six-strand, eh? | could tell Manuel a few things about riatas, if he
calls that the best! Four strands are stronger than six, any time. I've seen
too many strandedN"

“The se—-or is not pleased with the riata?"

Manuel, following Don Andres acrossto the veranda, had caught the
gesture and tone; and while his knowledge of English was extremely
sketchy, he knew six and four when he heard those numerals mentioned,
and the rest was easy guessing.

"The four strands are good, but the six are betterNwhen Joaquin Muri-
eta lays the strands. From the hide of a very old bull was this riata cut;
perhaps the se-or is aware that the hide is thus of the same thickness
throughout and strong as the bull that grew it. Not one strand is laid
tighter than the other strand; the wildest bull in the valley could not
break itNif the se—or should please to catch him! Me, | could have
bought three riatas for the gold | gave for this one; but the se—or told me
to get the best." His shoulders went up an inch, though Don Andres was
frowning at the tone of him. "The se—or can return it to the Mission and
get the three, or he can exchangeit with any vaquero in the valley for
one which hasfour strands. | am very sorry that the se—or is not pleased
with my choice."”

"You needn't be sorry. It's a very pretty riata, and | have no doubt it
will do all I ask of it. The saddle's a beauty, and the bridle and
spursNI'm a thousand times obliged."

"It is nothing and less than nothing," disclaimed Manuel once more;
and went in to ask the se—orafor a most palatable decoction whose chief
ingredient was blackberry wine, which the se—ora recommended to all
and sundry for various ailments. Though Manuel, the deceitful one, had
no ailment, he did have a keen appreciation of the flavour of the cordial,
and his medicine bottle was never long emptyNor fullNif he could help
it.

A moment later Jack,hearing a human, feminine twitter from the dir-
ection of the rose garden, left off examining pridefully his belongings,
and bolted without apology, after his usual headlong fashion.

Don Andres sat him down in an easy-chair in the sun, and sighed as
he did so. "He is hot-tempered, that vaquero,” he said regretfully, his
mind upon Manuel. "Something has stirred his blood; surely your friend
has done nothing to offend him?"

"Nothing except remark that he has always liked a four-strand riata
better than six. At the hut he was friendly enough."
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"He is not the only one whose anger is easily stirred against the grin-
gos," remarked the don, reaching mechanically for his tobacco pouch,
while he watched Dade absently examining the new riata.

"Se—or Hunter," Don Andres began suddenly, "have you decided what
you will do? Your mine in the mountainsNit will be foolish to return
there while the hands of the Vigilantes are reaching out to clutch you; do
you not think so?More of the tale | have heard from Valencia, who re-
turned with Manuel. Those men who died at the hand of your
friendNand died justly, | am convincedNhad friends who would give
much for close sight of you both."

"I know; | told Jackwe'd have to keep away from town or the mine for
a while. He wanted to go right back and finish up the fight!" Dade
grinned at the absurdity. "I satdown hard on that proposition." Not that
phrase, exactly, did he use. One may be pardoned a free translation,
since, though he spoke in excellent Spanish, he did not twist his sen-
tences like a native, and he was not averse to making use of certain
idioms quite as striking in their way as our own Americanisms.

Don Andres rolled a cigarette and smoked it thoughtfully. "You were
wise. Also, | bearin mind your statementthat you could not long be con-
tent to remain my guest. Terribly independent and energetic are you
Americanos." He smoked through another pause, while Dade's puzzled
glance dwelt secretly upon his face and tried to read what lay in his
mind. It seemedto him that the don was working his way carefully up to
a polite hint that the visit might be agreeably terminated; and his uneasy
thoughts went to the girl. Did her father resentN

"My majordomo," the don continued, just in time to hold back Dade's
hasty assurance that they would leave immediately, "my majordomo
does not please me. Many faults might | name, sufficient to make plain
my need for another.” A longer wait, asif time were indeed infinite, and
he owned it all. "Also | might name reasonsfor my choice of another,
who is yourself, Se—or Hunter. Perhaps in you | recognize simply the
gualities which | desire my majordomo to possess.Perhapsalso | desire
that some prejudiced countrymen of mine shall be taught a lesson and
made to seethat not all Americanos are unworthy. However that may
be, | shall be truly glad if you will accept. The salary we will arrange as
pleasesyou, and your friend will, | hope, remain in whatever capacity
you may desire. Further, when your government has given some legal
assurancethat my land is mine," he smiled wrily at the necessityfor such
assurance, "as much land as you Americanos call a 'section,' choose it
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where you willNexcept that it shall not take my house or my cultivated
landNshall be yours for the taking."

"ButN"

"Not so much the offer of a position would | have you consider it," in-
terrupted the other with the first hint of haste he had shown, "as a favor
that | would ask. Times are changing, and we natives are high-chested
and must learn to make room for others who are coming amongst us. To
speak praises to the face of a friend is not my habit, yet | will say that |
would teach my people to respect good men, whatever the race;and es-
pecially Americanos, who will be our neighbors henceforth. | shall be
greatly pleased when you tell me that you will be my majordomo; more
than ever one needs a man of intelligence and tactN"

"And are none of our own people tactful or intelligent, Don Andres Pi-
cardo?" demanded Manuel, having overheard the last sentenceor two
from the doorway. He came out and stood before his beloved "patron,”
his whole fat body quivering with amazed indignation, so that the bottle
which the se-ora had filled for him shook in his hand. "Amongst the
gringos must you go to find one worthy? Truly it is asDon JosZtells me;
these gringos have come but to make trouble where all was peace. To-
day he told me all his thoughts, and me, | hardly believed it was as he
said. Would the patron have a majordomo who knows nothing of
rodeos, nothing of the cattleN"

"You're mistaken there, Manuel," Dade broke in calmly. "Whether | be-
come majordomo or not, | know cattle. They have afew in Texas,where |
came from. | can qualify in cowology any time. And," he added loyally,
"so can Jack. You thought he didn't know what he was talking about,
when he was looking at that riata; but I'll back him against any man in
California when it comes to riding and roping.

"But that needn't make us bad friends, Manuel. | didn't come to make
trouble, and | won't stay to make any. We've beenfriends; let's stay that
way. I'm a gringo, all right, but I've lived more with your people than my
own, and if you want the truth, | don't know but what | feel more at
home with them. And the same with Jack.We've eaten and slept with
Spaniards and worked with them and played with them, half our lives."

"Still it is as JosZsays," reiterated Manuel stubbornly. "Till the gringos
came all was well; when they came, trouble came also. Till the gringos
came, no watch was put over the cattle, for only those who hungered
kiled and ate. Now they steal the patron's cattle by hundreds, they steal
his land, and if JosZspeakstruly, they would steal alsoN" He hesitated
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to speak what was on his tongue, and finished lamely: "what is more
precious still.

"And the patron will have a gringo for majordomo?" He returned to
the issue."Then |, Manuel, must leave the patron's employ. | and half the
vaqueros. The patron,” he added with what came close to a sneer, "had
bestseekgringo vaquerosNwith the clay of the mines on their boots, and
their red shirts to call the bulls!"

"l shall do what it pleasesme to do," declared the don sternly. "Advice
from my vaqueros | do not seek. And you," he said haughtily, "have
choice of two things; you may crave pardon for your insolence to my
guest, who is also my friend, and who will henceforth have charge of my
vaqueros and my cattle, or you may go whither you will; to Don JosZ
Pacheco, | doubt not."

He leaned his white-crowned head against the high chair-back, and
while he waited for Manuel's decision he gazed calmly at the border of
red tiles which showed at the low eavesof the porchNcalmly asto fea-
tures only, for his eyes held the blaze of anger.

"Se—ors,| go." The brim of Manuel's sombrero flicked the dust of the
patio.

"Come, then, and | will reckon your wage," invited the don, coldly
courteous as to a stranger. "You will excuse me, Se—or? | shall not be
long."

Dade's impulse was to protest, to intercede, to say that he and Jack
would go immediately, rather than stir up strife. But he had served a
stern apprenticeship in life, and he knew it was too late now to put out
the fires of wrath burning hotly in the hearts of those two; however com-
pletely he might efface himself, the resentment was too keen, the quarrel
too fresh to be so easily forgotten.

He was standing irresolutely on the steps when Jack came hack from
the rose garden, whistling softly an old love-song and smiling fatuously
to himself.

"We're going to take that ride, after all," he announced gleefully. "Want
to come along? She'sgoing to ask her father to come, tooNsays it would
be terribly improper for us two to ride alone. What's the matter? Got the
toothache?"

Dade straightened himself automatically after the slap on the back that
was like a cuff from a she-bear, and grunted an uncivil sentence.

"Come over to the saddle-house," he commanded afterward. "And
take that truck off the se—ora'sfront steps before she seesit and has a fit.
| want to talk to you."
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"Oh, Lord!" wailed Jack,under his breath, but he shouldered the heavy
saddle obediently, leaving Dade to bring what remained. "Cut it short,
then; she'sgone to dress and ask her dad; and I'm supposed to order the
horses and get you started. What's the trouble?"

Dade first went over to the steps before their sleeping-room and de-
posited Jack'spersonal belongings; and Jack seized the minute of grace
to call a peon and order the horses saddled.

He turned from watching proudly the glitter of the trimmings on his
new saddle as the peon bore it away on his shoulder, and confronted
Dade with a tinge of defiance in his manner.

"Well, what have | done now?" he challenged. "Anything particularly
damnable about talking five minutes to a girl in plain sight of herN"

Dade threw out both hands in a gesture of impatience. "That isn't the
only important thing in the world," he pointed out sarcastically. If the in-
ner hurt served to sharpen his voice, he did not know it. "Don Andres
wants to make me his majordomo."

Jack'seyesbulged a little; and if Dade had not wisely side-stepped he
would have received another one of Jack'smuscle-tingling slaps on the
shoulder. "Whee-ee! Say, you're getting appreciated, at last, old man.
Good for you! Give me a job?"

“I'm not going to take it," said Dade. "I was going to ask you if you
want to pull out with me to-morrow."

Jack'sjaw went slack. "Not going to take it!" He leaned against the
adobe wall behind him and stuck both hands savagely into his pockets.
"Why, you darned chump, how long ago was it that you talked yourself
black in the face, trying to make me say I'd stay? Argued like a man try-
ing to sell shaving soap; swore that nobody but a born idiot would think
of passing up such a chance;badgered me into giving in; and now when
you've got a chance like this, youNSay, you're loco!"

"Maybe." Dade's eyes went involuntarily toward the veranda, where
Teresita appeared for an instant, looking questioningly towards them.
"Maybe | am loco. But Manuel's mad becausethe don offered me the
place, and has quit; and he says half the vaqueros will leave, that they
won't work under a gringo."

Jack'sindignant eyeschanged to a queer, curious stare. "Dade Hunter!
If 1 didn't know you, if | hadn't seenyou in more tight placesthan I've
got fingers and toes, I'd sayNBut you aren't scared;you never had sense
enough to be afraid of anything in your life. You can't choke that down
me, old man. What's the real reason why you want to leave?"
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The real reason came again to the doorway sixty feet away and looked
out impatiently to where the se—ors were talking so earnestly and
privately; but Dade would have died several different and unpleasant
deaths before he would name that reason. Instead:

"It will be mighty disagreeable for Don Andres, trying to keep things
smooth," he said. "And it isn't as if he were stuck for a majordomo.
Manuel hasturned against me from pure jealousy. He opened his heart,
one night when we were alone together, and told me that when Carlos
PacorrawentNand Manuel said the patron would not keep him long, for
his insolenceNhe, Manuel, would be majordomo. He's mad asthe deuce,
and | don't blame him; and he's a good man for the place; the vaqueros
like him."

"You say he's quit?"

"Yes. He got pretty nasty, and the don has gone to pay him off."

"Well, what good would it do for you to turn down the offer, then?
Manuel wouldn't get it, would he?"

"No-o, he wouldn't."

"Well, thenNoh, thunder! Something ought to be done for that in-
growing modesty of yours! Dade, if you pass up that place, IINI'I
swear you're crazy. | know you like it, here. You worked hard enough to
convert me to that belief!"

A sudden thought made him draw a long breath; he reached out and
caught Dade by both shoulders.

"Say, you can't fool me a little bit! You're backing up becauseyou're
afraid | may be jealous or something. You're afraid you're standing in my
light. Darn you, I've had enough of that blamed unselfishness of yours,
old man." The endearing smile lighted his face then and his eyes."You
go ahead and take the job, Dade. | don't want it. I'll be more than content
to have you boss me around." He hesitated, looking at the other a bit
wistfully. "Of course, you know that if you go, old boy, I'll go with you.
ButN" The look he senttowards Teresita, who appeared definitely upon
the porch and stood waiting openly and impatiently, amply finished the
sentence.

Dade's eyes followed Jack's understandingly, and the thing he had
meant to do seemedall at once contemptible, selfish, and weak. He had
meant to leave and take Jackwith him, becauseit hurt him mightily to
see those two falling in love with each other. The trouble his staying
might bring to Don Andres was nothing more nor lessthan a subterfuge.
If Teresita'ssmiles had continued to be given to him asthey had been be-
fore Jackcame, he told himself bitterly, he would never have thought of
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going. And Jackthought he hesitated from pure unselfishness! The fin-
gers that groped mechanically for his tobacco, though he had no inten-
tion of smoking just then, trembled noticeably.

"All right," he said quietly. "I'll stay, then." And a moment after: "Go

ask her if she wants to ride Surry. | promised her she could, next time
she rode."
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Chapter 9

Jerry Simpson, Squatter

The se—orita, it would seem, had lost interest in the white horse as well
as in his master. That was the construction which Dade pessimistically
put upon her smiling assurancethat she could never be so selfish asto
take Se—or Hunter's wonderful Surry and condemn him to some com-
monplace caballo; though she gave also a better reason than that, which
was that her own horse was already saddledNwitness the peon leading
the animal into the patio at that very momentNand that an exchange
would mean delay. Dade took both reasons smilingly, and mentally
made a vow with afearsome penalty attached to the breaking of it. After
which he felt a little more of a man, with his pride to bear him company.

Manuel cameout from the room which Don Andres used for an office,
saluted the se—orita with the air of a permanent leave-taking, aswell asa
greeting, and passedthe gringos with face averted. A moment later the
don followed him with the look of one who would dismiss a distasteful
business from his mind; and entered amiably into the pleasure-seeking
spirit of the ride.

With the March sun warm upon them when they rode out from the
wide shade of the oaks, they faced the cooling little breeze which blew
out of the south.

"Valencia tells me that the prairie schooner which JosZspoke of has of
atruth castanchor upon my land," observed the don to Dade, reining in
beside him where he rode a little in advance of the others. "Sincewe are
riding that way, we may as well seethe fellow and make him aware of
the fact that he is trespassing upon land which belongs to another;
though if he has halted but to rest his cattle and himself, he is welcome.
But Valencia tells me that the fellow is cutting down trees for a house,
and that | do not like."

"Some emigrants seem to think, becausethey have traveled over so
much wilderness, there is no land west of the Mississippi that they
haven't a perfect right to take, if it suits them. They are a little like your
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countryman Columbus, | suppose. Every man who crossesthe desert
feelsasif he'sout on a voyage of discovery to a new world; and when he
does strike California, it's hard for him to realize that he can't take what
he wants of it."

"I think you are right,” admitted Don Andres after a minute. "And
your government also seemsto believe it has come into possessionof a
wilderness, peopled only by savageswho must give way to the march of
civilization. Whereaswe Spaniards were in possessionof the land while
yet your colonies paid tribute to their king in England, and we ourselves
have brought the savagesto the ways of Christian people, and have for
our reward the homes which we have built with much toil and some
hardships, like yourselves when your colonies were young. Twenty-one
years have | looked upon this valley and called it mine, with the word of
his Majesty for my authority! And surely my right to it is asthe right of
your people to their haciendas in Virginia or Vermont. Yet men will
drive their prairie schoonersto a spot which pleasesthem and say: 'Here,
| will have this place for my home.' That is not lawful, or right."

Ten stepsin the rear of them Teresita was laughing her mocking little
laugh that still had in it a maddening note of tenderness. Dade tried not
to hear it; for so had she laughed at him, a week ago, and set his blood
leaping towards his heart. He was not skilled in the ways of women, yet
he did not accuseher of deliberate coquetry, asa man is prone to do un-
der the smart of a hurt like his; for he senseddimly that it was but the
seeking sex-instinct of healthy youth that brightened her eyes and sent
the laugh to her lips when she faced a man who pleased her; and if she
were fickle, it was with the instinctive fickleness of one who has not
made final choice of a mate. Hope lifted its head at that, but he crushed it
sternly into the dust again; for the man who rode behind was his friend,
whom he loved.

It is to be feared that the voice of the girl held more of his attention
than the complaint of the don, just then, and that the sting of injustice
under which Don Andres squirmed seemedless poignant and vital than
the hurt he himself was bearing. He answered him at random; and he
might have betrayed his inattention if they had not at that moment
caught sight of the interlopers.

Valencia had not borne false witness against them; the emigrants were
indeed cutting down trees. More, they were industriously hauling the
logs to the immediate vicinity of their camp, which was chosenwith an
eye to many advantages; shade, water, a broad view of the valley and
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plenty of open grassland already fit for the plow, if to plow were their
intention.

A loose-jointed giant of a man seatedupon the load of logs which two
yoke of great, meek-eyed oxen had just drawn up beside a waiting pile
of their fellows, waited phlegmatically their approach. A woman, all per-
sonality hidden beneath flapping calico and slat sunbonnet, climbed
hastily down upon the farther side of the wagon and disappeared into
the little tent that was simply the wagon-box with its canvas covering,
placed upon the ground.

"Valencia told me truly. Se—orHunter, will you speak for me? Tell the
big hombre that the land is mine."

To do his bidding, Dade flicked the reins upon Surry's neck and rode
ahead, the others closely following. Thirty feet from the wagon a great
dog of the color called brindle disputed his advance with bristling hair
and throaty grumble.

“Lay down, Tige! Wait till you're asked to take a holt," advised the
man on the wagon, regarding the group with an air of perfect neutrality.
Tige obeying sullenly, to the extent that he crouched where he was and
still growled; his master rested his elbows on his great, bony knees,
sucked at a short-stemmed clay pipe and waited developments.

"How d'yuh do?" Dade, holding Surry as close to the belligerent Tige
as was wise, tried to make his greeting as neutral as the attitude of the
other.

“Tol'ble, thank yuh, how's y'self? Shet your trap, Tige! Tige thought
you was all greasers,and he ain't made up his mind yet whether he likes
‘em mixedNwhites and greasers.| dunno's | blame 'im, either. We ain't
either of us had much call to hanker after the dark meat. T'other day a
bunch come boilin' up outa the dim distance like they was sent fur and
didn't have much time to git here. Tied their tongues into hard knots try-
in' to tell me somethin' | didn't have time to listen to, and looked like
they wanted to see my hide hangin' on a fence.

"Tige, he didn't take to 'em much. He kept walkin' back and forth
between me and them, talking as sensible as they did, | must say, and
makin' his meanin' full asclear. | dunno how we'd all 'a' come out, if |
hadn't brought Jemimy and the twins out and let ‘em into the argument.
Them greasersdidn't like the looks of old Jemimy, and they backed off.
Tige, he follered 'em right up, and soon'sthey got outa reach of Jemimy,
they took down their lariats an' tried to hitch onto him.

“They didn't know Tige. That thar dawg's the quickest dawg on earth.
He hopped through their loops like they was playin' jump-the-rope with
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him. Fact is, he'd learned jump-the-rope when he was a purp. He
wouldn't 'a’ minded that, only they didn't do it friendly. One feller
whipped out his knife and throwed it at TigeNand he come mighty nigh
makin' dawg-meat outa him, too. Slit his ear, it come that close. Tige ain't
got no likin' fer greasers sence then. He thought you was another
bunchNand so did I. Mary, she put inside after Jemimy and the twins.

"Know anything about them greasers?l seeyuh got a sample along. T
other crowd was headed by a slim feller all tricked up in velvet and sil-
ver braid and red sash;called himself Don JosZPacheco,and claimed to
own all Ameriky from the ocean over there, back to the Allegheny
Mountains, near as| could make out. | don't talk that kinda talk much;
but | been thinkin' mebby | better get m' tongue split, so | can. Might
come handy, sometime; only Tige, he hatesthe sound of it like he hates
porkypinesNor badgers.

"Mary and me and Tige laid up in Los Angeles fer a spell, resting the
cattle. All greasers,down thereNand fleasNand take the two t'gether,
they jest about wore out the hull kit and b'ilin' of us.

"What's pesterin' the ole feller? Pearslike he'sgittin' his tongue twisted
up ready to talkNif they call it talkin'."

"What is the hombre saying?N" asked the don at that moment, seeing
the glance and sensing that at last his presence was noticed.

Dade grinned and winked at Jack,who, by the way, was neither look-
ing nor listening; for Teresitawas once more tenderly ridiculing his star-
incrusted saddle and so claimed his whole attention.

"He says JosZPachecoand some others came and ordered him off,
They were pretty ugly, but he called out aladyNthe Se—oraJemimaand
dos ni—osNandN"

"Sa-ay, mister," interrupted the giant Jerry Simpson from the load of
logs. "D'you say Senory Jemimy?"

"Why, yes. Se—ora means madame, orN"

"Ya'as, | know what it means. Jemimy, mister, ain't no senory, nor no
madame. Jemimy's my old Kentucky rifle, mister. And the twins ain't no
neenos, but a brace uh pistols that can shoot fur asit's respectablefer a
pistol to shoot, and hit all it's lawful to hit. You tell him who Jemimy is,
mister; and tell 'im she'sa derned good talker, and most convincin' in a
argyment.”

"He saysJemimais not a se—ora," translated Dade, his eyestwinkling,
"but his rifle; and the ni—os are his pistols."

Don Andres hid a smile under his white mustache. 