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“It’s a family affair.”

DJ Jackson was a self-described lone cowpoke. He lent himself such a description because he preferred to work in solitude although he had never tended cattle. Truthfully he had not tended anything other than himself and did that poorly. DJ’s initials, much like himself, stood for nothing. The D nor the J were abbreviations for any name – they were (together) his literal name. That is what he heard his mother tell the head master at the orphanage whenever she dropped him off. DJ also heard her explain that Mr. Jackson had passed away from alcohol poisoning and she could no longer care for her son. DJ had watched his mother leave without as much as a simple goodbye. When she was out of sight DJ slipped out the back door and ran in the opposite direction. DJ Jackson hasn’t stopped running

Jackson let go of the reigns and his faithful mare came to a halt. As he habitually her neck he observed her pale coat was dry and furthermore her breathing was unperturbed. Jackson knew she could go miles more with ease, but it would soon be dark and there was no need to chance a mishap.

He surveyed the narrow stretch of the San Luis valley and decided to make camp at the base of the dunes; hoping the scant carpet of greenery would make for a softer bed than the boulders from the night before. Two clicks of his tongue and Jenny followed him to a thin stream rippling through the sand.

Jackson allowed the horse to drink while he unloaded his pack. When he hoisted the saddle from her back; she heaved a deep sigh, dropped to the ground and began to roll.

“That feels good, don’t it ole gal?” Jackson chuckled as the mare stretched her legs toward the heavens and tossed her large frame side to side.

Jackson often spoke aloud to Jenny and sometimes she answered with a snort or a nicker.

“It’ll be dark soon. You stay put while I fetch a little firewood.” Jenny leapt up, shook her ebony mane and neighed.

The grit was more difficult to navigate than the old cowpoke anticipated. After a few slips Jackson dug the toes of his worn boots into the sand and scrambled up the modest hill. He hurriedly gathered an armful of dry kindling and let himself slide back down.

“I know the alpine will burn quick and won’t make much heat, but we’re not gonna need a lot of heat.” 

[image: IMG_8415.png]

Jackson reasoned aloud as he aligned the sticks in tee-pee fashion. “Alpine don’t make much smoke either – that there is a good thing.”

DJ Jackson struck a match and held it to the thin scraps of bark until it burned out. He cursed and struck several more. “Dad-burnit!!” he grumbled, shoving his fingers into his mouth.  He sucked on the rough digits until the burning cooled and then reached into the pocket of his trousers. He pressed into the depths of his pocket and rummaged until he felt the soft bull sack. “Ah-ha!” he squealed, “We’ll show them stubborn ole sticks!” Jackson held the contents from his pocket for a quiet moment before opening the stained pouch. He carefully poured a dark gritty substance into his palm and began sprinkling it at the base of firewood. Along with the gunpowder Jackson laid three of his last four matches. “Well this is it Jenny. This here is gonna make us or break us.” He said holding up the last match. DJ Jackson hiked his leg and swiftly drug the match along his denim trousers, within seconds a crackling hiss ignited the sulfur tip and erupted into a beautiful warm color of yellows and oranges.  Here we go.  DJ held his breath for what seemed like eternity and watched as the match, once again, burned down to the tips of his finger and thumb. Ignoring the scorching pain Jackson held tightly until all that remained was a blackened splinter. No. No. No! 

Feeling completely defeated he exhaled with a heavy sigh and just as he had given up the fire hiccuped.  Then it hissed and sputtered till alas one lowly flame leapt to life. 

Jackson cautiously fanned the single flame until it grew into a low crackling blaze. Hallelujah! 

He smiled and nestled his coffee pot in the center of the beautiful fire.

“We sure don’t want to draw the Utes down on us.” Jackson whispered as he dropped a handful of coffee into the pot. 

“I’ll fill the water jugs in the morning.” He said as he emptied his canteen on top of the coarsely ground beans. “This here water is full of silt,” Jackson nodded toward the stream, “but the water coming down through those water falls Jenny...” Jackson’s voice cracked as he spoke. He swept a hand across his weathered face and cleared his throat, “That is pure holy water, that’s what it is.”

Jenny interrupted the cowboy’s ramblings, first with a slight nudge but when Jackson continued babbling she gave him a firm push. Jackson rubbed his boney hip and smiled.

“I hear you gal. I hear you.” he said as his hand explored the worn leather pouch that held a meager amount of supplies. “Here you go girly.” He said as he held out a handful of alfalfa cubes coated in dried molasses.

The horse stretched her upper lip and pulled the cubes into her mouth where they quickly disappeared. He kept his hand extended until the mare licked the last sweet smelling bits from his palm. “That’s all for today but tomorrow... tomorrow Jenny, you will feast on some of the finest blades of greenery God ever growed.”
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Jackson sipped his scorched black coffee from a tin cup and watched the sun disappear behind snowcapped mountains. “Sangre De Cristo. That’s what they call them hills Jenny.” Wonder what that means. Sangre De Cristo. DJ pondered to himself, not wanting Jenny to know how limited his knowledge really was. As the sun sank lower the white caps transformed to a rosy pink, the crevasses turned a shade of crimson and it seemed the mountains were drenched in blood. 

Sangre De Cristo... hmmm ... Must mean wine. DJ’s chest swelled with pride.

“It’s all going to change Jenny... it’s already changing.”

The horse nibbled at the clover and moss along the rocky terrain, her silhouette spilling across the campfire.

“Nope. Don’t want to draw the Utes or anyone else ‘round here. Every man woman and child is lookin’ to get rich – gold and railroads is all folks seem to care about.” Jackson pulled a plug of tacky honeycomb from his pocket, dipped it into his drink and chewed at the waxy edges. “I’m partial to precious stones, myself.”

The mare whinnied as her master took another sip of coffee, ignoring the bobbing bits of gunpowder, wax, molasses and alfalfa.

“So you see, the injuns ain’t the only problem.” He smacked, rubbing his edentulous gums over his lips, “Oh, make no mistake there’s still a few wild Utes wanderin’ about  that might kill ya– probably some watching us right now but-.” He took another sip, the honey certainly made the coffee more palatable. 

“It’s the Spaniards and the English that trouble my sleep. And all the yahoos scattered around these hills, everyone one of `em  lookin’ for my treasure. Them is the greedy dangerous types! They are the ones to worry about Jenny. We gotta watch out for them.”

Jackson un-holstered his six shooter and spun the chamber before shoving the gun back inside the holster. The barrel banged against his bony hip.

“Cold steel – that’s all these savages understand Jenny; brown, white, black, pink or yeller... two legged or four legged it’s us against the world Jenny.” DJ Jackson unsheathed his weapon again and studied the cold steel for a moment,  

“I reckon I’ll be ready to communicate if I have to. Yep.” He smiled, patting the firearm, they’ll have to get up early to get anything over on me from now on.”

DJ place the gun back in the holster and repositioned his belt.  Hopefully I won’t need any more than these six bullets. 

Jenny stood motionless with her eyes closed as Jackson knelt down and poked at the coals. After a few minutes he softly placed the last few sticks of wood in a crisscross pattern. The old cowboy continued to ramble until the sun vanished, revealing a diamond speckled sky.

“Ain’t that purty?” He asked, “Tomorrow we’ll both be loaded with gems that shine just as bright; precious stones of every color—and gold!” Jackson rolled out his narrow bedding of woven hair, poured the sand from his boots and slipped them back on. As he leaned back and adjusted the pack beneath his head he continued, “More gold than you can imagine and it’ll be ours gal, all ours.”

Jackson stared at the vast sky that seemed to go on forever while the horse shifted her stance. Enamored in his own thoughts and imagination he ignored the mare’s snort.

“Can you hear it Jenny?”

The mare pawed gently at the ground and snorted again. “Can you hear the waterfalls? Ahh, I can. We’re almost there. By this time tomorrow we’ll be—”

The frigid blade pressed against his neck halted his speech ; for a short minute it even altered his thoughts. Jackson clinched his jaw, slowly swallowed and waited. Seconds passed like cold molasses as the knife grew warm against his throat.

“DJ Jackson- you have medallion? Right?” Chief Ouray finally spoke, his broken English sounding like music to Jackson’s ears.

“Yes.” Jackson answered, without moving, “It’s in the bag under my head.”

“Show me.” the chief sheathed his weapon and stood, allowing Jackson to move.

“Not a soul knows about it.” Jackson whispered as he sat up. “Well, I mean none of `em knows the truth of the matter.” He rummaged through the soft leather pouch, “I kept my mouth shut and came straight here, just like you told me.” His calloused hand clutched the crystal and his heart skipped a beat. “There— there she is.” He held the stone out for the
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