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JusTICE! Jed Donovan snatched
the fiery torch from Don San-
tiago’s empty gun-hand—and
he bore its red fury deep into
the Hangtown Hills where the
loot-riders hunted.

Great
Novelet of the
Catile and Gold Country

SENOR SILVER-GUNS

By ROLLIN BROWN

NE moment the buckskin was trot-
ting cautiously along the night trail.
The next moment the horse was
down, kicking out its life. - And underhoof
Jed Donovan heard the singing whang of
a tight-stretched rawhide rope. The sad-
dle had up-ended under him like a catapult

as the buckskin’s hindquarters rose and
somersaulted high with the downhill mo-
mentum of the fall. With a rider’s instinct
Donovan had loosened boots from stirrups.
Somewhere a voice yelled in shrill Spanish,
“Hola!” The black earth rose and met
him with an awful jolt, and Donovan knew
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no more just then. His mind was a blank.
The rattle of heavy, clankmg spurs ran

frequented trail he himself did not know
well, verdad!” The man shrugged his

across the trail. A squat, th
figure bent over the rider, hunkered down
on legs too small for the rest of the man’s
bulk, and a great peaked sombrero blotted
the star-sprinkled sky above.

The man called, “Aqui—here he is! He
lies here waiting peaceful as a slumbering
child,” His thick-lipped grin was wolfish
in the dark.

Hands loosened Donovan’s gun-belts
holding the handsome pair of bone-handled
44 guns. Skillful fingers explored his
pockets. The man grunted softly, the blade
of a knife glinted thinly under the stars
and slit open the front of Donovan’s shirt.
The man loosed the moneybelt strapped
next to his skin. He held it up. Two
other figures stood behind now, and some-
where at a distance a fourth man was lead-
ing horses through the rocks. The moun-
tains walling in this canyon rose black
above them.

The moneybelt clinked. The man said,
“See to his horse! There may be more in
the saddlepockets, or tied in the toes of his
tapaderos. Are you thieves or only gaping
muchachos? Move now!”

The hands explored the seams of Dono-
van's leather vest, feeling for gold or other
valuables sewn in the lining. The man
chuckled gutturally, squatted back on his
high heels, and touched the blade of the
knife experimentally to the prone rider’s
throat. Donovan groaned and stirred, roll-
ing his head sidewise. In that instant some
measure of consciousness returned to him.
His hands were full of dirt. His head
swam in an aching void. And something
stinging-sharp had crawled lightly across
his throat.

One of the ladrénes said, “This horse is
dead! His neck snapped so as he fell end
over end across our rope. But the saddle
is worth a hundred pesos maybe. There is
nothing else.”

“Too bad.” The man bending over
Donovan felt for matches. There was a
faint scratch and then a point of phos-
phorescent glow that kindled and broke
into flame as the sulphur head ignited. “So!
I like to see what a face looks like before
I cut the throat beneath. It is pleasant
when one finds an enemy. But this one I
have never seen. A stranger riding a little-

thick should Murder was an every-day
job with him.

HROUGH slitted lids Donovan saw

the dull illumination flicker on a
pocked, heavy-featured cholo face, glisteti~
ing on black, tiny eyes that were blood-
thirsty as a weasel’s. One of the hands
shielding the light was brown, powerful;
the other was grotesque with two fingers
missing so that it looked like a three-tined
hook. Donovan mumbled incoherently. At
the same time his hand touched the rough
hardness of a rock on the ground at his
side, and closed around it. His gun-belts
no longer bolstered his hips, he realized.
The rest needed no explanation.

Every wayfarer across these California
hills, every rider up the roads or trails into
the rich, raw country, and every messenger
and coach headed out again toward the
broad Sacramento of the settlements faced
the chance of just such a rendezvous with
trail robbers and death. Kurt Allison, re-
cently appointed United States Marshal,
had gone over all of this with him, forg-
ing plans which Donovan knew by heart.

Lawlessness reigned rampant on every
side. Conflict rose between the old Span-
ish-Mexican grants and the new rush of
land grabbers and corrupt officials. Mean-
time the rich placer claims continued to
pour out their flood of wealth from the
hills and Sierra. For every man with
money or dust in his pockets there seemed
to be another ready to thieve and murder
for it, and no trail was safe against the
bold ladrén bands.

The dark, three-fingered cholo leaning
over Donovan licked wet lips. The match

opped. With all the power he could
gather in his legs Donovan jack-knifed his
knees up against his chest and kicked at
the spot where the face had been. The sole
of his right boot struck and toppled the
man, There was a muffled oath, a yell.

Donovan was over on his knees, slugging
blindly with the rock.

A knife slithered past and clattered
where it fell. Somewhere in the dark the
squat, thick-shouldered cholo rolled and
came up before him. The two men who
had been stripping the saddle from the
down horse rushed in to help. A gun ex-
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ploded deafeningly., The flash outlined a
charging dark-skinned face.

The weight of the rock in Donovan’s
fist hit yielding flesh. A man stumbled,
fell. An arm came over Donovan’s back.
The point of a knife slid against his chest.,
He doubled from the hips, half-fell over
the Jadrén underfoot, and threw the man
behind him over his shoulders bodily. He
had dropped his only weapon, the rock.
He drove head-on into a third charging
figure. A shot exploded between them.
Donovan’s head struck the charging thief
knocking him down.

The man with the horses was yelling.
Donovan stumbled. Now hands caught his
boots. He crawled up, kicking himself
loose, Then the dry stems of chaparral
whipped into his face as he ran, clawing
through a trail-edge thicket, with the noise
of pursuit breaking after him. He heard
the rider who was leading the horses turn
the animals free and spur back along trail,
hoofs thudding.

He plunged through the thicket into the
open ground beyond, running low. These
trail robbers had the eyes of night owls.
The horseman sighted him and shouted.
Behind Donovan two men afoot broke
through the brush. There was no,way
the hunted man could turn. The hoofs
picked up with a rush, pounding hard
across the open. Donovan tried to make
the dark edge of a scrub oak tangle he could
see ahead. Then within ten yards, plain
under the dim starlight, he realized that an-
other saddled horse was standing there.

The oak scrub stirred. “Trouble, pard-
ner?” a drawled voice asked. “Duck an’
give me a chance at "em!”

A gun flamed before Donovan’s eyes.
He dropped and crawled. The gun spoke
again, Twenty yards away, where the rider
in pursuit had reined and turned from the
first flash, an animal went down heavily.
Fast as a hammer could be thumbed, three
more shots exploded. There was a snarling
yelp across the open, and the man in the
oak scrub grunted, jamming in fresh shells.
He waited.

_“Ain’t much longer now till dawn,” he
said. “Might as well stand ’em off right
here, if there’s goin’ to be any fight. But I
don’t reckon., How come your throat ain’t
already slit, pardner? It seems to me
you’re a mighty lucky man.”

I

TARS paled gradually. Dawn lighted

the eastward hills with a slow rim of
gray. Donovan studied a towheaded, boy-
ish countenance that grinned at him
through the leaves of the oak scrub where
they squatted. The man was hardly more
than twenty, a lean-muscled youngster with
blue, reckless eyes. A pair of weighted
saddlebags had been pulled off and hung
across one shoulder. He held the fron-
tier model Colt’s .44, the gun that had
spoken from the scrub, in one hand, and
the rein ends of as fine a blooded running
mare as Donovan had ever seen in the
other, Donovan grinned and stuck out a
hand.

“Cracken,” the other named himself,
“Billy Cracken. At present employed by
the Esperanza Placer Company, Where
‘was you headed for, stranger?”

“Hangtown Gulch,” Donovan told him.
He noticed the weight of bags cutting into
the other’s shoulder.” “Missed the regular
stage from Bradford Landing, so I hired
a horse to ride across. Some Mexican I
met on the road pointed out this cut-off
trail, and since there wasn't any place to
stop for the night I kept on riding. Figured
T'd stop at the Alcorta rancho this mornin’.”

“The looks of it, they got your money
and weapons.”

Donovan rubbed his throat. “A rope
was stretched across the trail. My horse
hit it and went down. I never rightly knew
what happened till T seen a face bendin’
over me, a match held in a hand that had
three fingers like a grapplin’ hook, They'd
already robbed me then.”

Billy Cracken whistled. “Reckon you
must have had the honor to be robbed by
Three-Finger José himself—and T’ll tell
you, stranger, there’s few alive that can
say as much. Been five-six weeks now
since I crossed this particular stretch of
trail myself, and I wasn’t expectin’ trouble
till T heard the ruckus and a couple of shots
ahead. Then you come plowin’ down
through that brush and I just had time to
climb off in this scrub. Had I been push-
in’ Nellie as is usually the case, I reckon
it would have been the pair of us that went
over that rope fu'st. Sure, it's a regular
trick of theirs—the devils!”

“I'm thankin’ you for my life, Cracken.”
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Flame touched the streak of gray dawn
in the east. In the growing light Billy
Cracken studied the brushy ridges and the
trail where it climbed through a far rocky
notch, There was no sound over all the
wild reach of foothill land, except the stir-
ring of a dawn wind through the canyon,
rustling the leaves of live-oak and syca-
more, and the fluted calling of a crested
quail. Cracken stretched and tucked the
44 in a worn leather holster under one
armpit,

“They got no stomach much for a fight
with hot lead,” he said. “Although when
cornered, any thievin’ coyote in the pack
will fight like-a wolf. But I reckon, stran-
ger, best thing for either of us is to head
back down-canyon till it joins the Hang-
town troad beyond. From thete three-four
hours steady walkin’ will take you into
camp, or you might get the loan of a horse
at the Alcorta rancho. Me, I'm carryin’
two hundred ounces from the Esperanza
clean-up in these bags and got to go on.
But grantin® we keep shy of ambush, there
ain’t nothin’ on four hoofs that can out-
run Nellie in the open.”

The horse that Billy Cracken’s gun had
downed across the opening ahead had been
stripped of its saddle silently some time in
the dark, He led the way down-trail, over
the mark of his own climbing track. The
sun topped the ridges in the east. Through
the lowering slot of hills beyond, the grassy
floor of a wide foothill valley opened;
sprinkled with wild lupine and the spring-
time gold of yellow poppies.

RESENTLY the trail wound out of

the canyon and joined the deep-cut ruts
of a road traveling up the valley’s edge. A
mile distant across the grass, set ina
grove of giant live-oaks, the old tiled roof
and white-plastered ’dobe walls of a ha-
cienda glistened under the slanting flood
of early sunlight. Donovan stopped and
studied it, remembering other days.

“Yeah, yonder’s the Alcorta rancho,”
Billy Cracken said. “But like I was say=
in’, if you can’t get a horse there, just fol-
low on along this road afoot and you'll
reach Hangtown Gulch before the morn-
ing’s out. What you better do is go on up
to the Esperanza Placer when you get
there, and tell the boss you're a friend of
mine that's had some hard luck on trail.

In the guich it’s every man for himself, and

the devil take the hindmost. But the boss

will let you sleep in my bunk and eat at the

company table till tomorrow when I get

back. Then TI'll help you get located

proper. The boss’ name is Ratch—Clem
tch”

“Thanks, T'll do that.” Donovan nodded.
“I'm wantin’ to see Ratch anyhow.”

Billy Cracken eyed him sidewise. “Huh!
You hadn’t mentioned that. Ratch a friend
of your’n, or was you aimin’ to get a pick-
and-shovel job on the Esperanza Placer ?”

“Neither. It'sa different kind of a job,”
Donovan explained. “The kind of a stand
Ratch has made in here is well-known. A
few others among the law-and-order ele-
ment have been behind him, facing corrupt
officials that a careless camp has elected on
one hand, and on the other this trail out-
lawry that’s got the country by the throat.
Now the new U. S. Marshal aims to be in
here some time next week to do something
about it, countin’ on the weight of men like
Ratch to back the issue. My job is with
U. S. Marshal Kurt Allison.”

“You wearin’ a deputy marshal’s badge ?”

“No. Just a pair of guns that got took
off me back younder.” Donovan: grinned
wryly. “But I used to know this country
some—eight years ago, as a youngster.
Came through this way with wagons.
Things have changed.”

Cracken had climbed to saddle on the
blooded running mare, the gold bags he
carried swung across his thighs. His reck-
less young eyes glinted. “Pardner, I
reckon you'll find Clem Ratch mighty
happy to talk to you. There ain’t hardly a
week goes by at Hangtown Gulch that don’t
find some poor devil murdered and robbed
of his-poke, or shot down on the trails.
The Esperanza’s lost its share of gold. No
stage is safe along the roads. We have to
run out each clean-up of dust as best we
can by stealth and fast horseflesh, like I'm.
doin’ now. Well, reckon Nellie and me had
best be gettin’ on our way. See you later.”
Cracken lifted a hand. “S’long.”

The mare turned and took the road at
an easy lope. Donovan stood and watched
till Billy Cracken and the Nellie horse dis-
appeared around a bend. Then he walked
on toward the old Alcorta rancho, remem-
bering things that had happened here those
eight years ago.
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A broad worn path, marked by hoofs and
the Tough lumbering wheels of carretas,
crossed the valley meadow from the road.
Under those great live-oaks that sheltered
the hacienda yards, Donovan could recall
the long heaped tables, smoking barbecue
pits, and all that gay assemblage of ran-
cheros and their ladies, gathered from a
hundred miles around to celebrate the oc-
casion of Don Santiago Flores de Alcorta’s
birthday, as he had first seen the place.

HEY had come down this valley from

the high Sierra crossing—six dilapi-
dated wagons, remnant of a great settler
train that had split on the Humboldt,
these drawn by gaunt, shambling beasts and
led by the worn, slow-voiced man who had
been Jed Donovan'’s father.

Snow in the Sierra passes had killed
most of their stock and the desert behind
had taken its toll. There were scenes back
there that the eyes of no sixteen-year-old
boy should ever have witnessed. Death and
burning heat, and awful cold and starva-
tion across the mountains. This weary,
broken, exhausted file of men and their
patched-up wagons had plodded down the
valley, across the rich placer gravel which
was now Hangtown Gulch; and at the
height of the fiesta they had come in sight
of the oaks and house and wide meadow
land.

A girl had been dancing the fandango,
stamping her red-heeled slippers to the
sound of castanets and music of guitars.
Then Don Santiago’s son, Ramén, a boy
of fifteen, had suddenly shouted above the
applause and music, pointing up the val-
ley. A half score of men, on the finest
horses young Jed Donovan had ever secen,
had come riding up toward them, led by
the boy-on a racing bareback mount. The
lad’s face was pale and handsome with fine,
dark eyes.

“Sefiores, where come you from?” he
had cried in excited Spanish,

And Jed Donovan’s father, who knew
the tongue from days on the Texas bor-
der, gestured back to the mountains. “From
across the ranges yonder, son. We need
food and rest. With permission we’ll stop
here by the stream and stay a day or two
till our beasts grow stronger. We're set-
tlers, hoping to locate along the Sacramento
lands.”

“But, no!” A gray, bearded man rode
up, slim as a youth in his saddle, wearing
a short braided jacket not unlike a vest
and a flat-crowned black sombrero. He
bowed. “I am Sefior Santiago Alcorta.
In the name of my house and my guests,
I bid you welcome and ask you to come
and share our tables. For tonight, for to-
morrow, for as long as you will honor me,
My house is yours.”

The Spanish-California boy had swung
his bareback mount alongside Jed who
walked beside the near wagon in his torn
buckskins and tattered clothing, eying the
long rifle the wagon-train boy carried. He
flashed a white, even smile which Jed an-
swered with a grin.

“Buenos dias,” Jed said, showing off the
few words of Spanish his father had taught
him,

Ramén held down a hand. “Mount and
ride behind me, amigo.” And so Jed had,
understanding the gesture, if not the words.

Those had been different days. Women
in their mantillas and bright, gorgeous
shawls waited under the oaks. All that
afternoon, all next day, the feasting and
fiesta continued. Men rode their splendid
horses in games of skill with the riata and
short lance, displaying unequaled horseman-
ship.

For ten leagues ride all this land belonged
by grant to the house of Alcorta, as it had
for a hundred years and more past. Don
Santiago had no knowledge of how many
thousand of his cattle grazed thereon.

Now all that had changed. Five years
later a prospector from the old gold fields
on the American had stumbled on the rich
placer ground in the mountain gulch be-
yond, and a tide of sweaty, gold-mad men
poured over these hills, hoping the strike
would equal earlier rushes. Late settlers,
finding the best lands already claimed by
others, moved upon the old grants and
squatted behind guns.

Cattle, once worthless except for hides
and export tallow, were now worth steal-
ing for beef. Everywhere unscrupulous
land grafts were perpetrated against the
old ranchos. Public officials, large and
small, were up to their necks in corrupt-
ness. Thugs and killers walked the camps
and settlements. Taxes were doubled and
trebled with the sole purpose of bankrupt-
ing the old haciendados; and in the hills




8 LARIAT STORY MAGAZINE

the wild and bloodthirsty ladrénes bands
formed and plundered the roads and trails.

O such welcome as that which had

greeted those gaunt, weary men from
across the mountains, their shambling stock
and tattered wagons, now waited Jed Dono-
van ahead. The yards under the massive
trees were bare, the old barbecue pits tum-
bled in. Except for a worn carreta, re-
cently loaded, but not yet yoked, the place
might almost have been deserted. He
stopped on the veranda tiles that led to-
ward a half-open door.

A dark, heavy-featured Indian servant
came through the door beyond, bearing a
weighty chest over one shoulder. The man
halted, stared at Donovan with black,
opaque eyes for half a moment, mumbling
words under his breath, Slowly he swung
the chest from shoulder and stood it up-
right against the wall,

“So you come to take possession of the
house and lands now ?” he asked gutturally
in the Spanish Donovan had learned to
speak fluently in these years. “You waste
1o time, it seems—you and the other gringo
dogs like you! There is little enough left
of all this 7ancho that once was known
from Monterey to the mountains. But now
you take even that! What will anyone,
except the thieves and politicos, have left
in the end? Servant of this house since
I was born, I am sorry to have lived long
enough to see this.”

Donovan shook his head, looking at the
man. But before he could make answer, a
different voice called from within the house,
“What are you mumbling, Juan? Put the
chest in the carrete with the rest of the
belongings we cannot leave behind. This
is only for a while. Land thus sold for
taxes under its owners may still be re-
deemed for a period, and once old friends
learn what has happened, a loan will be
extended us. We will come back—"

The voice stopped. A slim girl with
a mantille over her head and wide full
skirts stood in the doorway, looking past
the servant. Donovan suddenly remem-
bered a child of ten with big, grave eyes
and dark, soft hair—Ramén’s sister. To
a boy of sixteen, who had crossed the
mountains, carrying a long gun like a man,
such a child was hardly to be noticed. But
something about this slender young woman

and that little girl was the same. It was
in her eyes, he thought : dark and still very
grave, luminous as a night sky with stars
in their depths. He saw the puzzled look
that crossed her delicate features.

He said slowly, “Sefiorita, I do not un-
derstand what your servant means. But
once, a long while ago, perhaps you re-
member a few wagons that came across
this way. The first of their kind that yout
had ever seen, I believe. The others trav-
eled on presently. But my father and I
stayed till early summer.”

She stared at him. “But, of course—
Don Jed!” she cried. “Many times since
then have we spoken of you and your
father. Only the other day Ramén heard
some word of you from the Sacramento.”

“Ramén is here?”

“Not" at this time but we expect him
soon. Don Santiago must know at once
and welcome you.” She turned in the
doorway. “Come enter the house of Al-
corta again, Don Jed, after so long a
while”; and then, remembering, the girl
flushed. “Do not speak to my father of
the rancho and land, please; or the many
head of cattle and horses we once had.
Because we have lost so much. Perhaps
it is best that I tell you first.”

Donovan said, “I do not understand
about that, doncella.”

“It is hard to understand,” she told him.
“There was trouble over lines and the
measure of the old grant. Good valley
land was taken to the west and held by
force. Hundreds of miners crossed this
way toward the new gold strike, and many
panned and staked claims on the rancho
itself. Horses were stolen and cattle killed.
Many men butchered beef with our Barra
Cruz brand on the hides for food, and at
first this did not seem to matter. No
hungry man ever asked for food or lodg-
ing at these doors and was refused. But
suddenly it seemed we had few cattle left.

“Then new taxes were put on the land.
My father sold some of the grant to pay,
and he was robbed on the road home with
the money, so it was necessary to sell more.
But it was still not enough. He even took
his silver guns, a gift from General Val-
lejo, and sold them for what they were
worth. But that money went like the rest.
Now this very valley, the hacienda, these
very yards have been sold to a stranger
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for the amount of-the taxes, and he has
warned us we must leave. These things
have changed my father, as you will see.

“But there is still hope,” she continued.
“We have friends of the old days—the
Viguas, the Alvarados and Morenos. Our
near neighbors, the Garcias, are poor as
we are; but any of the others would sell
a thousand head of cattle to loan us the
money. Ramén has been gone a week, to
sée to it. But meantime we have been
ordered to move, and to avoid trouble this
seems best. Later, with money, Ramén
will, bring us back. Come now, and I will
take you to Don Santiago.”

HE old Californian sat in a small,

beamed room that opened off the great
bare hall within. Daylight from a deep
window behind showed Donovan, the stoop
of his shoulders, and a little open fire,
burning before the massive carved chair
in which Doh Santiago rested, brought out
the gray, thin lines of his face with a dim
flickering radiance. He sat with his head
lifted, eyes on the portrait of a woman
that hung above the mantel-piece.

Hearing their steps on the tiles, he asked
in a low, intense voice, “Is that Ramoén
with you, Dolores? Has he come at last?”

“No, but this is an old friend, father,”
the girl answered. “Remember, long ago,
the man called Sefior Donovan and his son
who came this way with wagons? This
is Don Jed, that boy. Changed much, but
still I ‘knew him immediately when he
spoke.”

The old Californian turned deep-sunken
eyes. His fragile, bony hands tightened
on the arms of the chair and he rose slowly,
studying Donovan. -~ “Yes, I remember
well,” he said at last. “You have grown
tall like Ramoén, with the look of a cabal-
lero about you. ‘Welcome to this house
-again, my son. Dolores, have Juan bring
glisses and a bottle of wine here to cele-
brate this occasion. You and Ramén were
great’ friends, Don Jed. You must stay
with us till his return.”

#“But, father, you forget,” the girl said.

The old man shook his head. “I forget
nothing,” he said. “Ramén will be home
today. He has been gone a week—far
longer than necessary. He has stayed for
some fiesta with friends, loitering on the
way. Today, surely, he will come.”

His eyes returned to that portrait of
a woman with her lacy mantilla and high
carved comb that hung in a gold frame
over the mantel, above a pair of old crossed
duelling rapiers, and Donovan knew this
must be a picture of Dolores’ mother.
Presently the Indian servant brought wine
and glasses, and crossed the little room.
Through the door left open into the great
hall Donovan heard the clip-clop of hoofs
approaching, stopping in the yard out-
side. Horses stamped ; there was the creak
of saddle leather. The Indian halted, put-
ting down the bottle and glasses, and
turned around to look.

“Like I told you, Bowie,” a husky-
throated voice said from the yards. “They
don’t believe you mean business till you
bring a force of men on the ground an’
boot em off. These Californios had the
run of the land too long; they still dont
know there’s any authority but their own.
‘Wall, this-hyar’s your party, Bowie. Name
the way you want to handle it.”

“Move ’em out any way you have to do
it,” a second voice answered, “You're
sheriff, ain’t you, Hooker? Take Legs
along. I'm leavin’ three men here to look
after things for a while. Whatever ain’t
moved out of the house now stays behind.
They’ve had their warnin’.”

Dolores had not returned with the ser-
vant. Don Santiago stood stiff as one of
the blades of that crossed pair of duelling
rapiers on the wall under. the picture be-
hind him; and then moved forward. Out-
side, the girl’s voice was suddenly audible,
speaking in swift Spanish.

“What's she say, Hooker ?”

“Somethin” about her brother and some
money’s he’s gone to get,” the first voice
said. The man laughed huskily. “Too
late for that. Anyhow he won't be able to
raise it.””

Donovan followed the thin figure of the
old Californian. Across the big bare space
of hall, Dolores stood in the veranda door-
way, half a dozen horses and riders
grouped outside. Spurs raked across the
veranda tiles. A bony, angular man with
a drooping, tobacco-stained mustache
pushed through the doorway beside the
girl. Behind him appeared a lithe, bleak-
faced rider whose eyes shifted continually,
studying everything that moved with a
quick intensity, two handsome pearl-han-
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dled guns at hips. The first man wore a
brassy sheriff’s star,

“Take a look around, Legs,” the sherift
said.

He noticed the old Californian crossing
the bare hall with Donovan beside him,
and stopped. The sheriff started to make
some fumbling statement in Spanish, and
Donovan cut him short. :

“All right, tell me about it in so many
plain English words,” Donovan snapped.
“Just how do you figure you're going to
get away with thisr”

HE lithe man, called Legs, became
utterly motionless, his two hands
dropped beside the pearl-handled butts of
his guns. His bleak face turned expres-
sionless as stone. The sheriff peered hard
through the dim-lighted room at Donovan,
jaw dropping under his drooping stained
He muttered something. Out-
side a saddle creaked and another man of
the group dismounted suddenly. He was
solid of build, square-faced, with a corded,
thick neck above the hunch of heavy shoul-
ders.
He said, “What’s the matter in there,
Hooker
He walked across the veranda tiles with
his square-jawed head thrust forward,
boots striking hard. Legs waited motion-
less, but the sheriff turned. Don Santiago

" had crossed to his daughter’s side. The

man stopped just inside the door, the thrust

of his eyes on Donovan,

“What's your interest in this matter?”
he said. “I hold tax papers on this house,
two leagues of the valley land, cattle and
horses. I've bought that title with hard
cash and intend to keep it. You're tres-
passing on my property, mister—you and
the former owners. They're been warned
to leave. - I've got men here and a sher-
iff’s authority to establish my claim. Now
does that make things clear to you 1 so
many plain English words? Or do you
want me to use force? I can do that, too,
if you want.”

Donovan said, “Let’s see your tax title
papers.”

“Sure.” The man pulled a stamped doc-
ument from pocket and handed it over.
The paper, written in Hangtown Gulch,
showed a date three days old. It was
signed by acting county officials, the sher-

iff witnessing. The man’s name was Bowie
Flood; his address, the Pay Sﬁeﬁk Sa-
loon, Ha.ngtown Gulch. Donovan ha 1ded
the paper back. o
Two more riders had dismounted and. |

shoved into the doorway, leaving one man

to hold the horses. Watching him with
anxious eyes, Don Santiago put a swift
question.

Donovan drew a slow, deep breath. “No,
there’s nothing you can do right now,” he
told the old Californian.. “Except leave
your house. Legally, according to his pa-
per, this man has bought your property
for taxes and so can show his right to take
possession. On paper that’s the story. Now
the only thing you can do is leave. Later
there will be a reckoning.”

The old man bowed his head, and with
one arm about his daughter he moved back
inte the house. The sheriff looked side-
wise and grinned under his mustache, and
Bowie Flood settled his square, heavy
frame back against one casement of the
door. The man called Legs prowled with
his lithe, cat-like tread about the big bare
hall. Donovan waited, holding himself in
check with a straining effort.

Presently Don Santiago came from the
beamed little room beyond, the pair of
Toledo duelling rapiers from above the
mantel in one hand and the framed paint-
ing of the woman who had been his wife
under the other arm. Dolores joined him
outside the doorway, and together they
crossed the hall toward the outer door.
The Indian servant had passed the front
of the house with a slow-footed ox team
which he was yoking to the carreta. At
the same time Donovan heard new hoofs
striking in across the yards and the arrival
of still another horseman outside.

The lines in Don Santiago’s face had
grown perceptibly deeper. He came slowly
across the room that had been built more
than a century ago by the first Alcor,t£
to come to this land, eyes set straight ahead.
Dolores’ head was lifted as she walked
beside him. Then just as the old man
reached the doorway, one of the burly rid-
ers standing beside Flood put out a hand
and grabbed the frame of the picture. |

“Look at this, Bowie,” he said. “This
picture frame’s plated with gold, ain't it? 3
You ain’t lettin’ him walk out with any-
thing like that.”
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HE rapiers clattered to the floor. Don

Santiago caught at the picture with
both hands, and with a heavy laugh the
burly rider wrenched it from his grasp.
The rider evidently understood a little
Spanish,
nothin’., - You can have it back,” he said.
“The frame’s all I want.”

He yanked a corner of the canvas loose ;
halfway down the side of the frame the
canvas ripped and tore across the face of
the painting. Don Santiago’s face turned
white as death. For ten seconds he stood
utterly motionless. Then swift as a young
vaquero tying a wild mountain steer, he
stooped. A hand flashed down. Donovan
shouted once, trying to stop it—words that
the old Californian never heard.

In a sweep old fingers caught the etched
handle of one of the fallen rapiers that
had long ago come from Spain.  [he blade
shot up. The burly rider wita the picture
still in his grasp had time to take a half-
step backward, striking down with the
heavy frame. The frame hit the lightning
point of the rapier, deflected it from his
chest.  The steel slithered. With the
weight of Don Santiago’s lunge behind it,
the blade speared through the flesh of the
rider’s hip.

Donovan drove forward. The angular
sheriff was pulling at a holstered gun.
Faster than either, the lithe, cat-muscled
figure of Legs moved and drew. While
the burly man dropped the picture frame
and his mouth opened with a yell of pain,
the shot exploded. Legs fired only once.
Don Santiago crumpled and fell limp
against a side of the wide door. His fin-
gers clawed, and then convulsively closed.
Legs remained standing four or five paces
back in the room, the drawn gun smoking
in his hand. '

Dolores had screamed. She dropped on

gnees beside her father., Donovan’s
hands reached empty hips. He came
around, head low, lips a compressed, blood-
less line. The sheriff, holding a drawn
gun now, said, “I don’t know what your
ante is in this game, stranger. But you
make a move and I'll drill you where you
stand. Get it straight!”

Legs blew powder smoke from the bar-
rel of his gun, the stony, expressionless
look of his face unchanged. Boots ran
across the outer veranda, There was a

“Here, the picture ain’t worth

low, stifled cry. Flood and one of the

riders outside had grappled with the new-
comer Donovan had heard ride in. The
man was dusty from the trails, tall, with
fine dark eyes under a flat sombrero, and
Donovan recognized Ramén Alcorta.

ITI

HEY stood in pouring bright sunlight

about the tiny mission chapel yard, the
few women in black with somber rebosas
drawn about their heads, the men waiting
with wide hats in hand. The padre who
had come for this last service spoke his
words; the body of Don Santiago Flores
de Alcorta, caballero of the old days, was
lowered slowly to its resting place.

Clem Ratch, of the Esperanza Placer,
stood on the edge of the little crowd, a
muscular, wide-shouldered figure in his
boots and freshly washed miner’s shirt. Be-
side him was a gambler in immaculate
frock coat and snowy linen, a gray plug
hat held against his chest. And on the
other hand Jed Donovan waited, head bent.

They were the only three who had rid-
den the distance from the Hangtown Gulch
gold camp. The others were the Garcias
and the Alvarados, old families in this
California land, friends of the Alcorta
house as long as any could remember,

At the grave side Dolores Alcorta was
standing beside Ramon, very slim and small
to look at, head bent, and her face shielded
by a rebosa. But Donovan could see
Ramoén’s tight-drawn aquiline features and
his set lips move a little silently, as though
Ramoén ‘made some unheard vow. The
padre finished, the first shovel full of earth
was sprinkled down. A bell tolled softly
from the little capilla tower.

Donovan turned away, hands clenched
at his sides. Ratch and the gambler fol-
lowed him toward their animals waiting
under the shade of nearby sycamores where
two carriages and other saddled beasts
stood. The three mounted silently, strik-
ing the road back to Hangtown Gulch. Be-
hind them, the carriages were turned and
led around for the women, The men of
the old families swung slowly to their sad-
dles.

Finally Jack Russell, the gambler, said,
“lI come in here three years ago, right
after gold was first panned in the gulch,
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Broke, without a cent in my pockets. Sick.
For two weeks I stayed at the Alcorta
house and the old man and his daughter
nursed me through. Nothin’ that they had
was too good for me, and they’d never
seen me before I come across the fields
that night, muddy and so weak I hardly
thought I'd make the last steps to their
door light, Later I struck a lucky claim,
sold out and made a stake to back my table,
I could have spared 'em most any sum of
cash they needed. All they’d had to do
was to let me know.”

“Ramoén had gone to old friends of the
family finally,” Donovan said. “Rancheros
like themselves., He’d ridden as far as
Monterey, All the old grants are going
the same way. Crooked litigation, taxes,
squatters, Cattle and horses are all being
stolen, Ramoén came home as penniless as
he started. I want to know some more
about this man Bowie Flood.”

Ratch hunched wide, stiff shoulders.
“You seen him, didn’t you? You seen the
whole thing—that ought to tell you all you
want to know. Flood owns the Pay Streak
Saloon; and friends of his, tax collector
and assessor, the shefiff, a judge and an-

other one or two I forget, form the politi-

cal set-up within the present county lines.
Hangtown Gulch elects the outfit. Flood
furnishes the free liquor. There's more
votes in the gulch than all the rest of the
section. They play it hand in glove, Like
this business at the Alcorta rancho yester-
day.”

Donovan had walked into Hangtown

Gulch last night and found Ratch at the
Esperanza Placer diggings above., Clem
Ratch was an engineer by profession, a
placer miner by experience ; selected by the
San Francisco syndicate that owned the
group of Esperanza claims to handle the
digging and sluice work. He spoke Span-
ish fluently and had been in the country
for years.

“Nobody sees it yet. The camp’s too
busy diggin’ gold or spendin’ it,” Ratch
continued. “And Hangtown Gulch runs
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