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Chapter 1

 


The first day of spring wrapped the valley like a
tepid blanket bringing warm air sweeping up the valley from the
desert. As it poured into the old world city of Santa Fe it stirred
the inhabitants to life. Over the eastern mountains a brilliant,
warm, yellow orb rose in a perfectly cloudless, dark-blue sky,
bringing with it a feeling of joy and happiness to the former
winter bound residents.

The soft strum of guitars seeped through an adobe
wall filling the street with relaxing sounds. It was a beautiful
day and Matthew Sykes was taking advantage of it. He stood at the
side of the Cattlemen’s Emporium talking to Syd Meeks, a local
cattle buyer, about the feasibility of purchasing a herd of cattle
somewhere close to Santa Fe.

“I don’t know, Matt. The local ranchers had a tough
winter. Lost a lot of cattle too. Remember those snows in January?
Well, as we all know, cattle will go with the wind looking for a
sheltered place to hide. They wandered down into some of those dead
end draws and the snow drifted over them. They’re only now starting
to find their carcasses where they froze to death, as many as forty
or more at a time.”

Syd looked grim as he told Matt about this. He dealt
in cattle and was concerned where their welfare was involved.

“Yes, I had heard about that. I guess it was pretty
bad. You see that was what made me think that there might be cattle
around waiting to be bought. Some of these ranchers may be in a bad
way and need the cash.”

Matt looked at the cattle buyer, eager to see if this
statement had had any effect.

“There’s a possibility that you’re right, Matt, I’ll
make some inquiries.”

That apparently was the end of the conversation about
cattle and the man began to ask Matt questions about things that
Matt was not ready to talk about.

Matt took his leave and strolled toward the County
Court House. At twenty-five, Matt presented an imposing presence.
He stood five-foot eleven inches in his socks, and dressed in
cowboy boots and a broad brimmed hat, he looked much taller. He was
a good-looking man, clean-shaven, with short brown hair. His eyes,
bright and sharp, peered deep into a man, as if they would discover
all his secrets. Now his face was pale and would need some time in
the sun to brown up. At his hip was a revolver, in fine shape. His
weapon was well cared for, but it was not slung low, as a
gunslinger would carry it. Instead, it was there, for functional
use and protection.

This young man had tried his hand at being a cowboy,
a trapper and a prospector, like many other young men who had come
from east looking for ‘fame and fortune’. For several years he had
moved from job to job as the spirit moved him. He wasn’t lazy or
shiftless; instead he had been carefree and curious. He wanted to
learn as much as he could about this great Wild West that had
caught his attention when he lived back east. Luckily, he had
learned the most important lesson that an easterner could learn,
the art of survival on the rugged frontier. Matt was thin and pale,
the result of spending the winter convalescing from an injury
caused by a bullet from the gun of an outlaw.

Now, four months later, his strength was growing with
each day’s passing and would continue to do so even more rapidly
with the oncoming of the warmer weather which enabled him to get
out and exercise. As he strolled along the walk he received many
friendly waves and salutations. It was obvious that he was popular
with the town folk, both Mexican and those of his own race.

They remembered how this courageous young man had
stepped in front of a runaway team of horses dragging them to a
stop only inches from a fatal collision with a large freighter
which would surely have killed him and possibly the beautiful young
woman who was driving the team of horses. However, the outcome was
a happy one, for no one was injured and the beautiful Chrisy Lovel
would wed Mathew Sykes in the near future.

At the plaza he turned down the wide street leading
to the territorial courthouse. When he was in front of the building
he stopped for a moment to view the magnificent edifice. It was a
three-story sandstone building with a row of massive columns rising
up the front. Large stone steps approached the main entrance and
passed beneath a projecting porch that was held up by carved
sandstone columns.

“Very, very, impressive,” he said to himself.
Climbing up the steps he walked into the cool, darker interior of
the courthouse. Inside, he paused to allow his eyes to adjust to
the lower light level, and then eyeing a sign marked ‘Land Office’
he walked quickly over to the door. Inside an older man with grey
hair and wearing wire rim spectacles was standing behind a long
bench.

“May I help you sir?” he asked uninterestedly without
looking up from his reading.

“I want to file a homestead claim on some land in
Colorado Territory and I understand that those records are kept
here. Is that right?” Matt asked.

“Yes, we have a few of them here. Here’s a map. Show
me the place,” the old man said as he rose and carried a roughly
drawn map of the area in question to the bench.

Matt studied the map, pondering the lines and marks.
The map had been drawn by a map crew in the army and was none too
accurate as to detail. He found Shiprock, an eroded volcano in the
Colorado Territory, and traced a route northward until he reached
the beginning of the mountains. These mountains were marked
“UNEXPLORED” so he turned to the man in charge.

“Right about here,” he explained, pointing with his
finger, “is a valley. I want to start a ranch there. I want to
homestead the land on both sides of the river that runs through
this valley.”

He stood back and waited for the man to speak. When
he did Matt was surprised with the disbelief echoed in the man’s
voice.

“Why them lands are mostly unknown, and from what I
hear from the soldiers, they’re full of Indians.... lots of
Indians. Why they’ll scalp you and take all your cattle before you
even settle in.”

The clerk turned to another map.

“Here’s some land that’s still not settled. Whyn’t
you look it over? There are still some locations for the
taking.”

The man was plainly trying to help, and quite
concerned about the ‘ridiculous’ choice made by this apparent
greenhorn. Matt, however, was not to be deterred and was determined
to get the land that he wanted.

“Look, old timer, I’ve been to this place. It’s the
place that I want. Now you make it legal, and I’ll get along my
way. I thank you kindly for your idea, but I know what I want.”

The old man seeing the determination in the face of
the young man went back to his shelves and soon returned with a
large ledger and an official looking document.

“All right young man, you seem to know what you want,
so here’s what we’ll do. First, I need a description of the place
that can’t be confused with another valley.”

Matt described the valley and it’s outlet as well as
he could, and the clerk duly recorded it. Matt took a few minutes
to fill out the forms, and paid his fee, picked up his copy and
left after a cheerful goodbye to the old clerk. Once he was back in
the street, he stood there blinking in the bright sunlight. The
warmth of the sun was pleasant and he wondered what he should do
next. His first thoughts included the necessity of making his move
to the ranch site early in the spring in order to get a few
buildings set up in time for the next winter.

He turned along Camino Del Monte Sol. Along here were
fashionable homes of the well to do Spanish. The houses sat back
from the street and were protected from the public by high walls.
Iron gates marked their entrances. Most of the homes were
rectangular with the inner windows facing into a private courtyard.
During the evenings a stroll along this street brought the passer
by the soft strumming sounds of the guitar and often the harmonious
voices of troubadours. Matt knew very few of these people. The ones
that he had done business with seemed to be kind and generous, but
they did their business shrewdly.

He turned off the street toward a house of white
adobe and a roof of red clay tiles. The sign on the door listed the
name of the resident, Don Rumara Diego. Matt had met this man
during the winter at a party to which another prominent Spanish
businessman had invited him. Diego and Matt had hit it off right
from the start and he had told Matt to come to him if he ever was
in need of help. Now Matt was taking him up on the offer.

He knocked at the door and a pretty servant girl met
him, and led him inside where she asked him to sit while she
summoned her employer. In a few moments Diego returned with her,
and on his face there was a big smile that put Matt at ease.

“Ah, Señor, I am so glad to see you again,” he said
as he approached and shook Matt’s hand.

“Come with me into the courtyard, Señor. We were just
about to have a meal. You must sit down with us,” he said
forcefully as he led Matt to the inner sanctum.

Inside, he introduced Matt to the family and offered
him a chair. The food arrived almost immediately and although he
thought that he wasn’t hungry, that thought quickly vanished. He
ate, and ate some more. Seconds were brought his way and he took
them. The food was delicious and the family so friendly that he
soon felt right at home with them. After supper Don Diego took him
off into one corner where there were some comfortable chairs and
gave him an elixir that Matt thought tasted superb.

“Señor Matt, how can I be of service to you?” the
kindly Mexican asked quietly.

“Sir,” Matt started, “I have found a piece of land on
which to start a ranch. The problem is, I can find very few men who
can spare any cattle that I could use to begin my herd.”

He was thinking hard now. He didn’t want the Mexican
to think that he was begging. In fact, he only wanted to explain
the situation to him.

He continued, “The winter was very bad and as you
must know, many cattle were lost. I wondered if you would know of
any of your people who might wish to decrease their herd at this
time of year because of a shortage of stored feed.”

He watched the Don’s eyes closely trying to catch a
glimpse of the inner man’s thinking. However, his face was like a
stone, unchanging, revealing nothing.

“Señor, I have several friends who have many, many
cattle. If you can give me some time I will send out word of your
request and just perhaps there is someone who has what you
need.

How many cattle do you wish to start with?”

Matt hesitated, “If I could get a herd of around
three hundred cows, bred for this year, I would be more than
satisfied” he said quietly.

His host rose. “Señor, I will see what I can find.
That number may be difficult to obtain, but we shall see.”

The host saw him to the door and Matt soon found
himself back on the quiet street.

“Gosh, I don’t know if I insulted him, or not. It’s
so hard to know what they are thinking. Their manners are so
impeccable that it is not often they will insult you by speaking
unkindly to you in their own home.... I don’t know, I just don’t
know,” Matt said to himself as he turned back to the busy centre of
Santa Fe. He soon found himself near the saloons and seeing the one
called El Polvo he entered and ordered a drink at the bar.

“Buenos Dias, Señor Matt. You are looking much better
each day now,” commented the Mexican bartender.

“Thank you, Martinez, I am feeling stronger now too.
It certainly is nice to be outside in this spring weather.

Martinez, can you suggest some young men who might be
looking for jobs punching cattle?” Matt asked. It was his opinion
that this man probably knew more about the young men who had
wintered in Santa Fe than any other bartender in this part of
town.

“Ah, Señor, I think that this might be your lucky
day. Only this very night past I was talking to a man and his five
friends who were laid off last fall at round up time. Now it seems
as if the rancher can’t afford to take them back on because of the
losses in cattle he has had this winter.

Would you be interested in seeing them?”

“I certainly would,” Matt announced quickly. “ How
soon can you find them?”

“Señor, they come in here every night about eight in
the evening. Will you come here?”

“Yes, I’ll come tonight. Thanks a lot, Martinez.” He
rose, paid for the drink, and left a tip for the barkeeper.

As he strolled along the street he reviewed his
progress. He now had the papers that would allow him to legally
homestead the land he needed for his ranch. All that was necessary
to make the land his was to prove up on it by living and working on
it for three years.

His search for cattle was not doing so well, but he
had feelers out in that area. His search for a crew, while just
beginning, might culminate quickly and successfully. He wanted a
tough crew, one that could stand the rigors of being isolated, and
surrounded by Indians. They would have to be men who could shoot
straight and true.

“Well,” he thought, “That might take a lot of
looking.”

At eight o’clock he returned to the saloon. He
purchased a bottle and moved to a table back where he could see all
who entered the room. It was still quiet, for the evening was
young. He poured himself a drink, and quietly sipped it as he
watched. He didn’t have to wait very long before the swinging doors
flew open and five men entered and headed for the bar. They were
dressed in the garb of the cowboy although their clothes badly
showed the signs of wear. Each man wore a gun and a cartridge
belt.

He examined the countenance of each of them. He could
discern no meanness in those young faces. They bore the marks of
rugged existence in the outdoors, but carried themselves proudly.
He watched them as they drank their drink at the bar. He had the
feeling, somehow, that they were somewhat more subdued tonight than
would be normal, for them. One of them was a shade taller than the
others and it was to this man they seemed to turn for answers to
their questions. He was a clean-shaven, fair-haired man, a little
older than the others, perhaps. Matt placed him in his late
twenties.

They purchased a bottle and took it to a table not
far from him. He listened idly as they talked, and soon determined
that they were worried about the prospects of not working.

“No, Cull!” he heard one of them say. “We won’t break
up the team until it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Bill, it looks like it is necessary. We can’t go
back to the old ranch, and it doesn’t look like anyone else will
take us all on. There’s too many of us. Separately we might get a
job with some of the smaller ranchers around here,” was the reply
from the older man who evidently was ‘Cull’.

“Damn, I wish the Mexicans would hire us on. All they
ever want is more of their own kind.... it ain’t fair,” grumbled
another man across the table. This man was the shortest one of the
group. His nose had been broken giving his face a somewhat lopsided
look. He was still a fair looking young cowboy, but tonight his
face carried a touch of sadness.

“That’s to be expected, Hawk, they’ve been here a lot
longer than we have,” returned Cull, sipping at his drink.

“We could extract some money with these,” said
another of the group, pointing to his gun.

“That’s not our way, Tex, and you know it. I’ll have
to get a lot hungrier than I am now before I’ll revert to that,”
snapped back Cull. There was a general murmur of agreement from the
rest.

Just at this moment, the barkeeper stepped up to
Matt’s table.

“Señor Matt,” he said quietly. “The men of whom I
spoke are at the next table. Do you want that I should send them to
you so you can speak with them?”

“No, Martinez, that won’t be necessary. Bring me
another bottle of what they are drinking, por favor.”

“Si, Señor,” Martinez responded politely, left and
soon returned with the bottle. Matt paid him, got up and walked to
the table. The men there paid little heed to him until he reached
out and thumped down the bottle in front of them.

“May I join you gentlemen?” he asked, at the same
time pulling out the remaining chair at the table, and sitting
down.

They had still not recovered from their surprise
until after he was seated.

“My name is Mathew Sykes, call me Matt,” he advised
the stunned faces, and sat waiting for a response.




Chapter 2

 


“Whatever it is, mister, we don’t want any,” said
Cull suddenly and somewhat savagely, as he thrust the bottle back
to Matt who sat in the chair opposite him. There was abundant
distrust in the eyes of all five of the men.

“I’m not selling, and I’m not buying. I’m hiring,”
Matt said quietly. “I’m looking for a crew to nurse my cattle. I
was given to believe that you gentlemen might be interested.”

This created a general air of interest from those
around the table.

“Are we ev...” burst out Bill, but he was cut off
quickly by the leader, Cull.

“Jest a minute, Bill. Who tole you we wanted a
job?”

“I was here this morning and Martinez, the barkeep
told me to come back later... said you usually came in here in the
evenings. He told me something else too,” tantalized Matt.

“Yeah, what’s that?” expostulated Hawk. He appeared
to be somewhat on the prod, as if he was looking for a battle. With
whom and why was all that remained to be settled in his mind.

“He said that you were all good men, trustworthy, and
men to stick to the brand.” He paused, looking directly at them.
“Was he right?”

“On that point he was right. You won’t find a crew
anywhere this side of the Arkansas any better, or more honest.
What’s your offer, Sykes?” spoke Cull cautiously. It was obvious to
Matt why these men had chosen this man for their spokesman. He was
careful enough not to jump into a situation before thinking it
over.

“I’ll tell you the situation,” began Matt. “I am
starting a ranch in a valley situated in the mountains of Colorado
Territory and I want a crew I can trust, who can work together and
one which can drive a herd from here to there, and arrive with it
intact. The pay is thirty-five a month and your board.”

“When does the pay start, if we happen to be
interested?” Cull asked.

“Just as soon as you sign on boys, right here in
Santa Fe. Would that be all right with you fellars?” Matt asked
tantalizingly.

“Mister, slide that bottle over here and we’ll
celebrate with our new boss,” said Cull loudly, a big smile on his
face. A general round of loud whoops and cheers followed this. The
other patrons of the saloon stopped what they were doing to watch
the antics of this rowdy crew of ‘Anglos’ before returning to their
own affairs. There was just no understanding the foolish antics of
the English. The celebrations continued for some time but after a
while curiosity got the best of them and they wanted to learn more
about the plans that would affect their future.

“Sykes,” Cull began slowly, “when do we start to
work? I mean, really work? None of us here want to take yer money
without putting in something ourselves.” He appeared to have
trouble formulating these thoughts into the right words and Matt
stepped into the breach.

“Your work begins right away, boys. Cull, I’m
appointing you temporary foreman. I want you to go over to the
Outfitters General Store and order all the supplies we’ll need to
keep twenty people comfortable for a year. I’ll look after the
things that I’ll need for the ranch house.”

He sat back and thought for a bit, as he surveyed the
faces of those keen young cowboys in front of him. They all looked
as if a great load had been taken from their young and normally
carefree hearts.

“Cull? Do you know where I can get a good carpenter
and some helpers to help put up the main ranch house?”

“Well! I certainly can help you there, boss. Last
year we worked with an old carpenter on the ranch where we were
working. He had two younger brothers that helped him. I think that
I could probably get him to come and help you.”

“All right, I want you to find out about that right
away,” Matt said, as he planned in his mind.

“And what about a good cook?”

Hawk spoke up quickly. “Say, Cull, what about that
little Chinaman who worked on the Rocking W? The way that I heard
it, he was about to cut off the head of one of the cowpokes there
with a cleaver for mak’n fun of his pies. The boss of the outfit
let him go. He’s over with some of his Chinese relatives in those
shacks down by the river.”

“Yeah, boss,” Cull said quickly, “he’s a good cook...
a little temperamental, but a good cook,” he continued smiling.

“Hawk, that’s your name, isn’t it? Well, you can go
down there to try and hire this man,” Matt ordered. Then he turned
to the others. “If there are any problems, you can find me at the
Casa Blanca Hotel. That’s where I’m going now.”

He bid them farewell and left the Saloon. It was late
and he headed slowly uptown toward his hotel. The events of the day
still raced back and forth in his mind like a trapped stallion in a
corral. He was pleased with the progress he had made. Part of a
crew hired, feelers out for a herd, chance of getting a cook and a
carpenter, and papers for the land in his pocket.

He turned off the main street and headed for the
house where his fiancé was staying. She would be excited over the
news. In fact, the thought of her reception began to stir him and
he moved more quickly. At last the white adobe house came in sight
and he walked up the walk and knocked at the door.

“Who is it?” came a young lady’s vibrant voice.

“It’s me, Matt, honey.”

The door opened so fast Matt almost lost his balance
as it opened from under his hand. Chrisy grabbed him and held him
close.

“I thought you weren’t coming to see me today. Where
have you been?” she asked worriedly.

“It’ll take a while to tell, and it’s all good news.
I think it is, anyhow,” Matt said excitedly to the girl.

“Well for heavens sake, Matt, don’t just stand
outside all night. Come in here and tell me about it.”

Chrisy’s eyes opened with excitement as he related
the events of the day to her. “That’s wonderful, darling. Wouldn’t
it be great if we could leave here right away? I’m tired of this
town. I want to see the open ranges, and the mountains again.” Her
excitement was contagious and Matt began to visualize his ranch,
fully stocked, with a huge ranchhouse where he could sit and see
the whole thing.

Suddenly Chrisy stopped, and put her hand to her
mouth. “My gosh, Matt, I forgot about Helen.”

Helen was Chrisy’s invalid cousin who had come out
from the east to live with Chrisy. Her doctor had told her that
there was a chance, although slim, that the clean mountain air
might cure her lung infection. Her health had been failing for a
couple of years, so on a long shot Helen wrote a letter to Chrisy
telling her of her decision to journey to Santa Fe for her health.
When she arrived, Chrisy met Helen, and took her home to live.

Chrisy had been so wrapped up in Matt’s exuberance
that she had forgotten about Helen. “Helen won’t be able to go. I
can’t go off and leave her, Matt.” Her face had turned white.

“Easy honey, we will think of something. We might be
able to find a home for her here in Santa Fe. We can afford to pay
for her keep.”

Chrisy eagerly grabbed at the suggestion. “Do you
think you might? That would be one answer, but you know,” she said
sadly, “I’m not sure I can just pack up and leave her like that.
We’ve become like sisters, and she so depends upon me.”

At that moment Helen came into the room and stood for
a moment looking at both of them. Helen’s face was white and drawn,
and she walked slowly, as if it took all of her strength.

She walked up to Chrisy. “I heard you two planning,
what sounds to me like a terrific future,” she said smiling. “ I’m
so glad for you. I know you are worried about me… that’s so kind,
so thoughtful of you. But… I want you to remember that I’m the one
who intruded on your lives.” She raised her hand to stop the
protest she saw forming on Chrisy’s lips. “Let me go on, please.
I’m here in the mountains. If I’m to get better, this is the place.
But not only these mountains around Santa Fe, but the mountains
where you are going.”

She took Chrisy’s hand in hers. “What I’m saying,
Chrisy, and you too, Matt, is that I want to go with you to your
new home.”

Chrisy hugged her. “We’d love it, dear Helen, but we
are going into a wild country. There are no doctors, and your
health is so important to us. It’s really impossible.”

She saw tears come into Helen’s eyes. Then Helen
spoke, her voice full of strength and determination. “Chrisy, what
does it matter? It’s not the doctor who will make me better. It’s
the climate. I want to go. If I don’t get better, then I’d rather
be buried out there on a beautiful pine clad hill, than here in
this little town.”

Chrisy asked her in a kindly voice. “Are you so sure
that you want to go, Helen?”

“You don’t know just how much I want to go, either of
you. It’s something I’ve privately dreamed of for years. Then this
illness came upon me and I despaired. Little did I know then, that
the illness was going to provide the opportunity for me to fulfill
my dream.”

Matt came over and hugged Helen. “Helen, you are
welcome at our new home.”

Helen hugged them both, crying a little with
happiness.

 


In a dirty room in a squalid hotel two men sat across
a table from each other. The first, who answered to the name of
Tunny, was a lean, tall man. His face, which could have been
considered as intelligent, was marred with the scars of battles.
His blue eyes bored straight into his friend sitting across from
him.

This man was called Sheldon. He was a stocky short
man with a walrus mustache that did not stand out too well among a
two-week overgrowth of unshaven beard. His forehead was narrow, his
entire head appearing too small for his body. His lean face was
centred on a pudgy nose and narrow set eyes. Undoubtedly this man
was not to be trusted. And adding further to the impression was the
gun low hung on his hip, and tied to his leg.

“Did you follow Sykes like I told you, Sheldon?”
asked Tunny, his voice giving every impression that he doubted the
likelihood.

“Of course I did,” came a snarly reply from the man
across the table. “Sometimes I don’t think you trust me to do
anything. Damn me, Tunny, I’m a mind to up and leave you by
yerself. Then we’ll see how well you do alone.”

Tunny knew full well that Sheldon enjoyed to bluster
and was at his worst when tired. At the same time he knew when to
avoid crossing this man. He was as dangerous as a rattlesnake
that’s just been changing its skin.

“Relax, Sheldon, I just have to know for sure. Tell
me, what is he up to now
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