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Big Jim’s men had gunned
down O’Brien and shot Buchanan in the back ...

Buchanan lay on the floor,
bracing himself on one elbow. He heard Big Jim say, “No, don’t kill
him. Get his gun. Fire another shot into O’Brien. We want Buchanan
hanged.”

But Buchanan had no
intention of hanging. Somehow and in some way, he promised himself.
Big Jim and his gang would pay for their crime.

He was determined that when
his case came up before the ‘twelve good men and true’ of the jury,
his name would be cleared before the world. And it would be Big Jim
who would go to the gallows.
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One

Tom Buchanan had never been happier.
It was Thanksgiving, and the weather on El Camino Real was sunny
and warm as it could be only in Southern California. Nightshade,
the big black horse, played his little morning game, pirouetting
and pretending to buck. Buchanan tilted back his sombrero to enjoy
a cloudless sky.

Buchanan was six feet four in his
stocking feet. He was a sandy man, with hair not quite red and
freckles on his never-quite-bronzed fair skin. Scars marked his
huge body, crisscrossing the muscular configuration. But there was
always the hint of smile on his lips. He was a peaceable man on a
peaceable errand this holiday season. His revolvers were tucked
away in his saddlebag, and his rifle rode the boot, its stock
encased in soft leather.

He rode toward the city known as Los
Angeles, short for “El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reina de los
Angeles de la Porciuncula,” which translated to “The Town of Our
Lady the Queen of the Angels of Porciuncula,” a mouthful not too
difficult for a sandlapper from East Texas. It was a town he had
never before visited. While in the vicinity, he meant to see an old
friend and enjoy the holiday.

He was enjoying El Camino Real, a
broad road that had been inaugurated by Spanish explorers of long
since, a natural highway that could be construed to run roughly
between Los Angeles and San Francisco. There were rolling hills
along each side of this valley, the San Fernando, extending to the
Pacific Ocean not too many miles westward. Every prospect was
pleasing.

There had been a significant lack of
violence in California for quite some time. It had been weeks since
Buchanan had been a party to or even a witness of anything of
excitement. He expected no more at the hacienda of Don Pedro
O’Brien, which should be close by, he reckoned. And if there was
anything in the world that Tom Buchanan loved, it was peace and
quiet.

There had been too many times when
events had interfered with his enjoyment of life. There had been
involvements in which the sounds of shot and the whirl of fists and
clubs had found him an unwilling participant in melees not of his
choosing. He bore the scars. Thus far, on this trip south, he had
been most fortunate.

It happened that he was traveling
toward a scene of minor violence, but in this he had a passive
part. His long-time friend, the black prize-fighter Coco Bean, was
to meet another battler named Chino Cruz in Los Angeles. Buchanan
hoped to do no more than bet a considerable sum on Coco.

Of the result he had no doubts. Coco
was, in his opinion, the greatest heavyweight fighter in the world.
In fact, Coco was in Coco’s opinion the greatest fighter in the
world. For some time, he had been attempting to get Buchanan to
prove the point by crossing fists with him. It was a question
Buchanan had no intention of settling. He had been doing all he
could to avoid the meeting. He could see no advantage in winning—he
didn’t really care either way, and Coco might suffer a blow to his
professional pride if Buchanan landed the first punch.

He was satisfied to bet against this
Chino Cruz, whoever he might be. He wanted to allow himself further
leisure to smell the blossoms, bask in the sunshine, and pursue the
peaceful life. He had roamed the western frontier since he had been
orphaned in his teens, taking adventure as it came, enjoying each
changing season, and appreciating the ineffable beauty of the West.
Today, birds sang in live oaks lining the California highway, small
animals darted in the brush, and little clouds flirted high in the
blue sky. Buchanan drew a deep, contented breath into his
forty-four-inch chest.

The sun hung high overhead when
Nightshade swung to the right, whinnying, a sign of thirst.
Buchanan allowed him his head, knowing he had scented out a water
hole. There was a small stream running through heavy undergrowth,
and he swung down, loosening the girth and removing the bit so that
the big black horse might drink at his ease.

A jay darted, scolding. Buchanan
laughed at the sharp-eyed, feisty bird and knelt to cup his hands
into the water somewhat upstream from Nightshade. He washed the
dust from his hands and face and dried them on the kerchief about
his neck, whistling a little tune. He was looking forward to a
visit with Don Pedro, whom he had known as plain Peter O’Brien in
other, wilder days.

There was bit of the rascal in Peter,
who was reputedly rich now on his hacienda. His cattle and his
orange and walnut groves were abounding. He had always been a
gambler for high stakes, and he had never been too careful about
the means to gain his end. But he was warm and loyal to his
friends, and he was always good for a bit of fun. Buchanan was no
great whiskey-drinker, but he liked to have a few with Peter
O’Brien on occasion, and this was Thanksgiving, a
holiday.

He tightened the girth and restored
the bit to the Nightshade’s tender-tough mouth. He saw to his
saddlebags, where his belt and six-gun were, as usual, wrapped and
out of sight. He tightened the rifle in its scabbard, feeling
grateful for the peace of the countryside.

It was then that he heard voices. From
long experience on the frontier, he stood silently in the little
glade beside the stream, realizing that he was concealed by the
brush and by an enormous oak tree.

A high, whining voice asked, “What
time you got, Silk?”

“I jist toldja, dummy.”
The second voice was hoarse and rasping. “Whattsa matter, you
scared or somethin’?”

“Damn people comin’ and
goin’ on the road, is all. Nemmine me. You just be sure you get the
right one.”

“You just make sure you
know what’s doin’, Dugan.”

Something told Buchanan that what was
doing was wrong. He slid the rifle from the saddle and admonished
Nightshade to silence with a touch on the horse’s velvet nose. He
padded toward the voices, making no sound. All the birds and
insects and little beasts had become silent. He crept close to
another thick growth of underbrush that concealed the two
men.

Now there was the sound of harness, a
carriage coming down the road toward the west, in the direction
from which Buchanan had been traveling. The road was level and the
carriage was proceeding at a normal speed.

The two men began to work their way
through the brush. Buchanan followed in their wake. His progress
went unheard in the noise they were making. They suddenly stopped,
and Buchanan knelt, peering. He saw that they had reached a vantage
point commanding the road.

One was tall and slim and wore rough
garments, not range clothing but more like store-bought working
clothes.

The other was shorter and stouter and
wore, surprisingly, the black coat and striped pants of the
gambler. Each had masked himself with a big white-and-blue
checkered kerchief, the kind sold in city stores, not the cowboy’s
panuelo like the one Buchanan wore.

The high voice said, “It’s them, Silk.
Now stay the hell out of the way, you hear?” This was Dugan, the
heavy-set man, the gambler. He had a rifle in his hands.

The other said, “I got to stop ’em,
don’t I? So make damn sure of your shot.”

“You do your job. I’ll do
mine.”

“You better
had.”

“Aw, go on the hell out
there.”

“I’m a-goin’.”

The man named Silk stepped out onto
the shoulder of El Camino Real. He held a nickel-plated .38
revolver in each hand—city weapons. The other man, Dugan, who
remained in the brush, was handling a carbine rather than a
rifle—army issue, Buchanan thought. These were city people, all
right, out to commit a murder. The carriage drew nearer. There were
two passengers, and Buchanan had time to see that one was a
female.

Then he was standing, his rifle
cradled, saying loudly, “Just take it easy there. Don’t make a
move.”

The man at the edge of the road froze,
dropping his revolvers. The other hesitated. Buchanan pulled the
trigger, and a bullet sailed past the ear of the other man, who got
rid of the carbine in a hurry.

The carriage drew abreast. Peter
O’Brien was driving. A lady was at his side. Buchanan called out,
“Peter! It’s me, Tom Buchanan! Hold up.”

There was the sound of a shot. It came
from the other side of the road. O’Brien bent low and slapped reins
on a matched pair of gray ponies. They took off like
greyhounds.

Another bullet sang its little song,
nicking the brim of Buchanan’s hat. On its heels came another,
which almost scratched his throat. Belatedly, he flung himself back
into the brush and made a circular path back toward
Nightshade.

Bullets rained after him as the two he
had scouted regained their weapons and joined the attack with the
unseen partner from the other side of the road, the man on whom
Buchanan had not reckoned.

“Cross fire,” he muttered
to Nightshade as he mounted. “They were takin’ no chances. They
wanted O’Brien—or the woman—real bad. Sent three to do one man’s
job.”

He rode back to the road. There was no
sight nor sound of the three bushwhackers. Either they had gone
back toward Los Angeles, or they were pursuing the carriage.
Buchanan had no choice. He turned Nightshade westward along the
road in the path of the carriage, the lady, and O’Brien. He held
the rein in his left hand and the rifle in his right, leaning,
searching the horizon.

The carriage had slackened pace and
was pulling off the road. Buchanan rode up, descended, and dropped
the muzzle of the rifle into the scabbard. Nightshade remained at
the rear of the carriage.

O’Brien said, “Figured it was you,
back there. These damn highwaymen have been gettin’ wild
lately.”

“Uh-huh,” said Buchanan.
He was looking at the young lady. Her hair was dark as night, and
she had wide spaced, almost oriental eyes and a reckless slash of a
scarlet mouth. She was unsmiling, her gaze searching Buchanan with
more than casual interest. There seemed to be no fear in her,
merely curiosity and controlled excitement. She wore a man’s shirt
open at the neck, a divided skirt, and dusty boots, but about her
was a dramatic quality that Buchanan recognized. She was a lady who
could cause trouble, tall, beautifully formed, vital.

“We come lookin’ for you
to make sure you’d find the ranch,” Peter was saying, controlling
his voice with effort.

“Sure never expected to be
held up on El Camino Real.”

“Yeah,” said Buchanan.
“How you been besides that?”

Peter O’Brien batted his eyes. He was
a florid, balding man of medium height. He was dressed in corduroy,
with high-laced boots and a flat, wide-brimmed hat. Buchanan knew
that O’Brien was scared, but he was no less dangerous in his fear.
He was a man who fought back when sweating it out. There was a
certain quality to O’Brien, even in his sometime
rascality.

“Fine ... fine. You get a
good look at those people back there?”

“Fair. Two city boys. One
I didn’t see chased me with some pretty good shootin’, which let
’em all get away.”

“Three of ’em?” O’Brien
squinted, nodding to himself. “Yeah. That’d be Big Jim’s people,
all right.”

The girl said, “Excuse me, Peter. May
I be introduced?”

“Oh! Hey, yeah.” O’Brien
shrugged himself together. “Tom, this here is Tim’s widow. Jenny
O’Brien.”

Buchanan removed his Stetson. “Heard
about Tim. Sorry, Mrs. O’Brien.”

“Pleased to meet you, Tom
Buchanan.” Her voice was full, deep, even stagy, as though she had
worked on it. “Shouldn’t we get about Thanksgiving and forget
the—er—holdup men? Peter? Shouldn’t we, really?”

“Uh ... sure.”

“What about those dudes up
yonder?” asked Buchanan. “You think they gave up that
easy?”

“We’ll go the back way,”
said O’Brien. “There’s an old trail through the groves.”

Buchanan said, “Lead on. I’ll just
keep the rifle handy.”

“Oh, they wouldn’t know
...” O’Brien broke off, turned the team up the road.

Buchanan mounted Nightshade and
followed closely, keeping his eye peeled for an ambush. His mind
was working over several moot points.

First, despite O’Brien’s assertion,
the bushwhackers were not holdup men. They were killers out to
perform an assassination. There was absolutely no doubt about this.
Secondly, O’Brien and the woman knew this was true, despite the
talk about holdup men on the highway leading to Los
Angeles.

Then there was the late Tim O’Brien,
younger brother of Peter, a youth Buchanan had never favored. Many
times in the past, it had been Tim who had inaugurated sneaky deals
in which Peter was involved. A couple of times, Buchanan had been
the one to ride to the rescue. Now he remembered that Tim had gone
East, to New York, from whence he had returned with his
bride.

The couple had settled on Peter’s
hacienda, which had begun to prosper a couple of years before.
Peter had won it in a poker game, hired knowledgeable Mexican help,
and settled down to some hard work. All this had come to Buchanan’s
ears, in one way or another. News ran rampant on the western
frontier; it was not always correct, but it was always
plentiful.

And then Tim had been killed in Los
Angeles under mysterious circumstances. The city had just been
beginning to grow, with the arrival of the Southern Pacific
Railroad. Tim had mixed into politics in some way or another, had
gone against the top man, and had lost. He had shouted foul—which
was undoubtedly true—and someone had carved him up in a dark alley
on a summer night in this same year.

His widow, Buchanan thought, was not
wearing black, neither literally nor metaphorically. Since Tim had
been a handsome, laughing young villain, this might or might not be
odd behavior. It was something to occupy Buchanan’s
mind.

His senses were otherwise assailed.
The carriage proceeded between wide-spaced rows of trees, first
gnarled walnut trees and then serried orange trees that were
bearing fruit even in November. The winter crop, Buchanan thought.
He had heard tales of the odd climate of Southern California. Lotus
land, people said. Some avoided it, because they said it was
sinful, against all nature. There was never any snow and almost no
frost. This, besides all else, was unhealthy, they
claimed.

There were cattle on the rolling hills
to the north, fat and sleek cattle. It might be contrary to nature,
but it all looked mighty prosperous, Buchanan decided. There might
come a day when he would finally settle down and quit his
wandering. From now on, this country would ever be in his mind. The
temperature was many degrees warmer here among the trees than back
on El Camino Real. Amazing country, indeed. Even Nightshade
snorted, wagging his head and swishing his tail as though the
prospect pleased him.

Finally, the house came within sight.
The house was familiar to Buchanan. It was a low, one-storied house
of lodge-pole design, constructed of adobe brick made by
first-class artisans. There was a whitewashed fence enclosing a
large patio. The stable for the horses was convenient but not too
close. Care and thought had gone into the building of the place.
Buchanan remembered that Peter had won it from an aging California
hidalgo who had too much faith in an ace-high flush. The house had
been rundown, but the original owner, now long forgotten, had had
good sense and good taste. Peter had done his best to restore its
soft, informal, welcoming aspect.

A brown-faced boy came to attend the
horses. A lean, leathery majordomo spoke in rapid Spanish with
O’Brien, shook his head, and then strode off to relay orders to the
vaqueros or other hired hands. It seemed only reasonable that a
guard should be set against the three would-be killers.

A houseboy came to take Buchanan’s
saddlebags. The woman descended from the carriage, and he saw she
was taller than O’Brien. She was long-legged and graceful, catlike.
She murmured something meant to be polite and slithered off down a
corridor.

O’Brien said, “She ain’t happy
here.”

“Is that it?” Buchanan
waited.

“Wants to go back to New
York. She was on the stage or somethin’. Never did get it straight.
Tim—you know how he was. She don’t talk to me much.”

“Why don’t she go back
there?”

“Cash,” said O’Brien.
“Don’t look surprised. “I put everything back into this place. Then
I tried Big Jim’s game. Busted me for cash. Fact is, he’s got a
mortgage.”

“And wants to kill
you?”

O’Brien said, “Let’s have a drink.” He
led the way into a dining room filled with heavy Spanish furniture.
The odor of cooking came from the kitchen in the rear. “Turkey and
all the trimmin’s. We eat good, don’t cost nothin’. If we get one
good crop, sell some beef, I’ll be okay. Cucamongo knows
that.”

“Cucamongo? Why, that’s
the feller promotin’ the fight between Coco and Chino
Cruz.”

“Sure he is. He owns half
of Los Angeles and just about controls the other half. Didn’t you
know that?”

“Never paid any heed,”
said Buchanan. “Never had business in the town.”

“It’s growed.” O’Brien led
the way out into the patio. A Mexican woman appeared with a pitcher
of water and glasses. They sat at a table of native redwood, and
O’Brien poured with a heavy hand.

Buchanan added a quantity of water and
watched his friend drink four ounces straight. “So you got
troubles?”

“Tim was buckin’ Big Jim
when he got his,” said O’Brien. “But there’s no proof. Jenny tried
to learn somethin’ and got plenty scared. Big Jim’s still after
her. Not to kill her, neither.”

“I see.”

“He even offered to marry
her.”

“Now that’s mighty big of
him. This feller sounds right interestin’,” said Buchanan. “’Course
those three jaspers were his men out there tryin’ to kill
you.”

“Yes, and they would’ve
got in a shot if I’d been alone,” said O’Brien. “They’d of let you
alone and got me. They had to be careful not to get Jenny
instead.”

“Uh-huh,” Buchanan said.
“Still, I knew they weren’t road agents. I heard two of ’em
talkin’.”

“Yeah ... well.” O’Brien
drank, poured again. “Always thought I was pretty slick. Big Jim’s
twice as tricky and smart. He’ll get me sooner or later. If Jenny
leaves, it’ll be sooner.”

“You and Jenny pretty
close, are you?”

“Nope.” O’Brien hit the
whiskey. “Not that I ain’t tried. After Tim went, she looked mighty
good to me. She’s just got this one thing, goin’ back to New York.
Actin’ on the stage.”

“Too much dirt and noise,”
Buchanan said. “Can’t take a deep breath of good air.”

“I remember, you was back
there with Luke Short.”

“Few years ago,” Buchanan
said. “Never seen so many people in one place.”

The throaty voice said behind him,
“But that’s what makes it great, Mr. Buchanan. It’s big and vital,
and the people attend the theater and are generous with their
applause. That’s what makes it the best city in the
country.”

He got up, bowing. She wore a red
velvet gown that was exceedingly tight in the bust and across the
hips. It was cut low, the skirt flaring out to give freedom to the
long legs. Her hair was pulled back, and she wore a red rose behind
one ear. He had indeed seen ladies on the stage who had been
similarly attired—and in rather disreputable houses.

The Mexican woman brought in a carafe
of red wine and a small goblet. Beaming, she poured for Jenny
O’Brien, who seated herself with a swirl of red-velvet
skirt.

Buchanan said, “Everyone to his own
taste, as the old lady said when she kissed the cow.”

“The cow? How odd!” Jenny
O’Brien sipped her wine.

O’Brien poured heavily into his glass.
“Aw, come off it, Jenny. You’re not goin’ to con Buchanan out of
train fare. He’s dry behind the ears, believe me.”

Into the embarrassment Buchanan said
gallantly, “Let the lady try, Peter, let her try. She’s pretty
enough to make a go of it.”

Unperturbed, the lady said, “Thank
you, Mr. Buchanan. You sound like a real New Yorker.”

“Bullfeathers,” said
O’Brien. “I’m gonna wash up. Anything you want—exceptin’ cash—just
yell, Tom. Or ask Jenny, she’s been here long enough to know the
ropes.”

He went from the room, carrying his
whiskey glass a trifle unsteadily. The lady stared after him.
Buchanan watered another whisky.

She hitched her chair closer to the
table, and the lace mantilla fell from her shoulders. She was
rounded, smooth, and slightly tanned from the California sun. She
swallowed the wine and refilled her glass.

She said, “He’s right, I’d do anything
for the train fare back East.”

“Sounds kinda drastic,”
Buchanan observed, squinting at her.

“Well ... almost
anything.” She flushed. “Jim Cucamongo offered me a job in his
theater and I turned it down.”

“He owns a
theater?”

“And a hotel and a
bank—which is how he got the mortgage on this place. And a couple
of judges and several policemen and a crooked prosecutor and a
defense lawyer who’s a cousin to the prosecutor,” she
said.

“You mean nobody else in
Los Angeles owns anything?”

“If he does, he owes Big
Jim a favor. Or he’s so busy he doesn’t pay attention. Oh, they’re
a few citizens, a Mexican-American or two, there’s always
somebody.”

“Even against Boss Tweed
in New York,” said Buchanan. “I heard about ’em but never met
one.”

“Yes, Boss Tweed.” Her
voice had altered, becoming natural. It was deep and pleasing when
she did not use the stagy accent she had earlier
assumed.

“I got a mighty good
friend mixed up with Cucamongo,” Buchanan said. “Coco
Bean.”

“He hasn’t a chance,” she
said. “They’ll finish him off. They have all the cards.”

Buchanan thought for a moment, tasting
the watered whiskey. Then he said, “So happens I’m carryin’ some
money. It don’t mean much to me, money. Buys a little time to rest,
look around, be with friends.”

“Yes?” she said
breathlessly.

“You seem to know a heap
about Cucamongo and Los Angeles.”

“My husband was killed
there!”

“Yeah. Your husband. I
knew him ... but never mind that.”

“I do mind it. I learned
about him before he died.”

“Uh-huh,” said Buchanan.
“What I’m gettin’ at is the situation with Coco. I’ll be goin’ in,
makin’ bets, watchin’ over him. Now, if someone was to lend a hand,
give us some backin’ with knowledge of the setup, I’d be more’n
willing to pay off in cash. ’Specially if we win the
fight.”

“You can’t win,” she said
in despair. “There’s nothing I can do. There are too many of them.
Big Jim’s too clever.”

“That’s what Peter said,
and I never heard him admit anybody was slicker than him. It don’t
seem possible.”

She said, “Big Jim outsmarted Tim,
then Peter. I know all about that. I saw it happen.”

“You didn’t see through
the schemin’?”

“No,” she said honestly,
meeting his gaze. “I was a dancer, a singer, an actress when I was
a young girl. I don’t claim to have brains—only talent. That’s why
I want to go where people recognize what I can do. Can you blame
me?”

“Like I said,” Buchanan
lifted a shoulder. She was a strange woman, a woman of shifting
moods. “None of my business, is it? Look, tell me about Peter. Is
he plumb scared of Cucamongo?”

She relaxed, seemingly indifferent. “I
don’t know. Baffled, maybe. He was always a better fighter than
Tim.”

“You think Cucamongo wants
him dead so he can take over the ranch?”

“And me.”

Buchanan shook his head. “It don’t add
up good. Murder, that’s a bad thing, and when you hire killers you
always got trouble. They talk.”

She sipped at the wine. “Are you
saying that Big Jim is not as clever as we think?”

“That remains to be seen.”
Buchanan was getting the impression that she was not really
interested in anything that did not directly concern her and her
return to imagined fame and fortune in New York.

Heels clicked on the tile
floor, and Peter O’Brien returned to the dining room. His cheeks
were spotted pink, and he was smiling expansively. Following him
were two guitar-players and a smiling Mexican with maracas. They
began strumming and clicking the old chestnut Buchanan had heard
south of the border so often, La
Paloma.

O’Brien had unquestionably been at
another bottle. He had changed to velveteen pants, a full, white
blouse, and a bolero jacket. He was now Don Pedro of the hacienda.
The Mexican woman was bowing and smiling in the background,
announcing that the dinner was ready.

“Drink up,” O’Brien cried.
“Eat, drink, and be merry. Songs and dancin’, that’s the ticket.
Forget your troubles!”

From the kitchen came brown-faced,
smiling people bearing platters of turkey, mashed potatoes, and all
the trimmings. Peter did a clumsy dance step.

The woman arose, the wine glass in her
hand. Her figure swayed as though in a breeze, and her feet
described intricate figures. The skirt twirled, revealing
beautifully formed ankles and silken calves. She spun in a
tarantella of her own concoction, Buchanan thought. It was not a
Spanish dance, but something both slower and faster. Her
concentration was tremendous; she had forgotten the hacienda, the
people, all but the music. She was bemused, lost in the
convolutions of her dance. She still held the wine, never spilling
a drop. She was as lovely as a wood sprite.

Peter had stopped moving and was
softly clapping his hands in rhythm. A look at his eyes divulged
that he had not been speaking idly when he had said he wanted the
widow of his brother. Buchanan sat with his watered drink, his mind
again turning to Coco Bean and Los Angeles and the dangers related
by Peter and Jenny.

The music stopped, and they repaired
to the table, which was now groaning with victuals. Buchanan ate as
only he could when he was hungry—steadily, without fanfare, putting
away an enormous quantity.

The music resumed, and the wine and
whiskey flowed. Particularly potent was a California brandy,
distilled by monks in the northern section of the state. Buchanan
relaxed; the woman recommenced dancing, Peter O’Brien snapped his
fingers, and the night wore on. It was good at last to retire to a
comfortable bed in a room at the rear of the house where the
Mexican woman did everything but tuck him in. Buchanan slept like a
log …

 


He awakened in the morning with the
sun streaming in the window. The taste in his mouth was like the
inside of a leather gauntlet. He staggered to the water basin and
washed himself from head to toe. There were heavy towels and
scented soap—Peter O’Brien lived well despite his lack of
cash.

He dressed for the road and neatly
packed his saddlebags. Remembering the violence of yesterday, he
placed the cartridge belt and Colt on top, where they would be
convenient.

He plodded out to the kitchen, his
head a bit cloudy. The Mexican woman handed him a steaming cup of
coffee. She was not smiling this morning.

“Don Pedro?” Buchanan
asked.

“Gone.”

“Gone?” Buchanan couldn’t
believe it. O’Brien had been drunker than that last night, he must
be sleeping it off.

“He no sleep here,” said
the woman. She was plainly worried. “She talk to him, he
go.”

“They went last night?”
Ideas began to form in Buchanan’s head.

“Last night,” the woman
nodded. She did not approve.

“To Los
Angeles?”

“Si, señor. You go Los Angeles?” She
gave the name of the town the soft Spanish inflection.

“Yes. Right
now.”

She brightened. “You see
them.”

“Most likely,” he
assented.

“You eat now.” She turned
toward the stove. She still had not smiled. There was fear at the
O’Brien hacienda, all right.

Buchanan went outdoors to see to the
needs of Nightshade. The Mexican stable boy also was gloomy,
uncertain. The carriage and the mixed grays were
missing.

Buchanan went back and ate bacon and
eggs. Jenny O’Brien had undoubtedly prevailed upon Peter when he
was high and full of whisky courage. Perhaps it was Buchanan’s
fault, perhaps his offer of train fare if she could aid Coco Bean
had been her inspiration. In any case, he had to make tracks. The
time of peace and quiet was ended.
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