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Chapter 1

​





From where he
sat the tall lanky man could see the mist lifting off the river. It
was early morning and it was an unusual site for this country. The
weather was hot and rarely did a mist rise like this. He lifted the
letter in his hand and read it one more time hoping that what his
eyes had taken in on the first reading was a mistake. When he
finished it again he folded it up and placed it in his pocket.

He could see
the river clearly because there were no walls around the prison
yet. He had been one of the first prisoners there and as the
population grew all the prisoners worked toward building the new
prison…in fact he had helped build his own cell. Now as he stared
at the river he knew that he must get out.

That river
stretched to the north as if beckoning him to follow its winding
path. He turned to the south to see where it passed on its way to
the Gulf of Mexico. There was plenty of activity to the south as
this was the Army Supply Depot supplying most of the forts in the
Arizona Territory.

There were men
and wagons moving busily about their business, but another look to
the north showed a different scene. There was little movement out
there, for once you were away from the river there was nothing but
jagged mountains and miles of desert. He knew that the army had
little interest in civilian matters and would be of no trouble to
him, but he could not say the same of the wild desert country
between here and his home.

He had just
completed his first year of a ten year sentence. For the first few
months it enraged him that he was in there for something he didn’t
do. The work was hard, but he was used to hard work on the ranch,
and it was that hard work that taught him that he could handle the
next nine years easily… that was before he got the letter.

His brother
Raymond had written the letter and he was sure that he must have
had a hard time putting the right words on the paper. Raymond had
to tell him that his son, only eight years old, had been
murdered…shot down by a man named Brett Cavanaugh. The fact that
the Cavanaugh boys had ridden in and taken over his ranch was only
an afterthought compared to the news of his boy’s death.

He sat waiting
for the day’s work to begin, his three cell mates were still
sleeping, but since receiving the letter the day before he had not
been to sleep. He remembered when the Cavanaughs moved into the
valley, he had little to do with them then, but he didn’t like them
even then.

Now he was
sitting in prison looking out and they were outside living on his
ranch. Since he settled into the pattern of prison life his plan
was to serve the full sentence and then get back to the ranch, but
now that plan had changed…he had to get out now.

He knew he
could count on Raymond to help him do what he was vowing to do but
all the mail coming into and going out the prison was reviewed by
the warden and there was no way he could get the word out to
Raymond of his plan…but he knew that Raymond would be expecting
it.

So far no one
had successfully escaped from the Yuma Prison. There had been those
who made a try, but even if they got away from the meager walls of
the prison they were faced with a desert all around them. There
were the rivers, but that was the first place they looked. Without
water or knowledge of where the water tanks and springs were in the
desert it was certain death for a man in chains.

It was the
death of his boy that angered him most, but the possibility of
losing the ranch that his father and mother had worked so hard to
build was unbearable. Killing Brett Cavanaugh would solve all his
problems, it would not bring his boy back but it would avenge his
death and get his ranch back into the hand of his brother.

His father had
been a lieutenant in the army when his troop was ordered to attack
a peaceful Yavapai village. This particular branch of the Yavapai
had lived along the banks of the Verde River for centuries. They
lived on the west side of the river and their on again off again
friends the Tonto Apache lived on the eastern side of the
river.

The Verde
Valley Yavapai bands lived in small family groups up and down the
river and because they were farmers of a sort, growing maize,
squash and beans, they had no need to relocate. On the other hand
the Apache who were classified as hunter-gatherers were required to
be on a constant move when the game and supply of edible plants
were used up.

They sometimes
raided their peaceful neighbors taking whatever food they could but
generally the two tribes lived in a relative peace. Their first
contact with the white man was with the Spaniards who came to the
area looking for gold. The Yavapai showed them where there was
copper, but gold was their main interest and they soon left the
region.

It was another
two hundred years until they saw the white man again when some of
the mountain men and beaver trappers came through their country.
They were very protective of their territory and their way of life,
and although there were no major incidents with the trappers, they
sometimes stole their traps and some of their stock was run off in
hopes that they would soon leave.

Warfare was not
common with the Yavapai, but when the white man began settling in
the area and mining and ranching the Apache, who were war faring
people, started to react. While it was the Apache who were creating
havoc with the white miners and settlers, it was common for those
who didn’t know any better to lump the Yavapai and Apache into one
group.

The attacks on
settlers and ranchers increased and the growing numbers of settlers
began to call for the territorial government to do something. Many
of them wanted to occupy the prime river lands now held by the
Yavapai, and the Apache hostilities gave them a voice to hasten
that occupation.

The Arizona
Territory Governor implemented a program that all tribes be sent to
reservations and the army was dispatched with orders that any
Apache male old enough to bear arms, who did not surrender and
allow themselves to be taken prisoner, was to be killed.

Lieutenant
Albert Walton knew that it was a the peaceful Yavapai band who lived along the Verde River, but his
words fell on deaf ears as his troop lined up in the early morning
to begin their attack. He did not like what was about to take
place, but he was a soldier, and soldiers were expected to follow
orders from their superiors.

When Captain
Swilling gave the order he dreaded to see the whole troop charged
down the hill toward the small village. They careened through the
village shooting the inhabitants regardless of age or sex. Albert
Walton had to obey the order to charge, but he didn’t have to kill
any of the peaceful Yavapai running around in panic.

There had been
atrocities by both sides between the Apaches and the white man, but
the Lieutenant could not hold with the wholesale killing of
innocent woman and children. He watched helplessly as bodies fell
all around him.

He watched as a
woman ran across the village grounds in front of him and as she
passed by him she began staggering trying desperately to keep her
balance. He saw the baby she clutched in her arms and held tightly
to her chest, and he jumped off his horse and ran to her side. Her
last action as she hit the ground was to stretch her arms out
toward him with her baby, and he saw the pleading look in her dying
eyes as he took the baby from her outstretched hands.

He stood
holding the baby for a moment as he watched her eyes glaze over in
death, then he hurriedly wrapped the bundle in his coat and
remounted. The shooting and killing was tapering off and as his
troop was regrouping he rode off toward the fort knowing what he
had to do to make things right for him.

When he arrived
he took the baby to his wife Mary and she took it knowing her
husband and knowing whatever he did had a purpose…and that purpose
was usually a noble one. Without any word of explanation he turned
from his wife and went directly to the office of the commanding
officer.

He knew the
order for the attack had come from the commander, but without
making an issue of it he tendered the resignation of his rank and
also the army. He was up for reenlistment, but the events of the
day had changed his mind.

The next day he
and Mary rode away from the fort and the army with the small baby
who still clutched a tiny white feather in his hand. They presumed
it had been given to him by his mother to keep him amused so they
let him hold it as they headed for a place he recalled riding into
while following the elusive Apaches into the Tonto Basin.

The Tonto
Apache were more isolated and were relatively more peaceful than
the other Apache tribes to the south. Living in the secluded area
like they did kept them from contact with the white settlers and
mainly the army whose main emphasis was to corral all the hostile
Apache and transfer them to reservations.

To the army,
and most of the white settlers, all the Apaches were hostile and
when the small band of Tonto Apaches were finally moved from the
Green Valley area it left it wide open for settlement, and this is
the lush valley that Mary and Albert rode into. They found that
there were already others ahead of them but there was enough land
in the north end of the valley for them to begin their ranch. When
it came time to name it they thought of the reason they were there
and they called it ‘The White Feather Ranch’.

They beheld the
splendor of it, as far as his eyes could see it was a virtually
untouched paradise having been hidden and only populated by the
Apaches who lived there. The army had built a fort near the valley
in the heart of the Apache country but it had been since been
removed and its soldiers transferred to the reservation at San
Carlos.

The hillsides
were dotted with pines and oaks that gave them ample material for
building their home and the woods were teeming with deer, turkeys
and almost any kind of wild game they wanted. The view was
breathtaking, with the Mogollon Rim to the north and the four peaks
of the Mazatzals to the west, but most of all the tall grass was as
high as a horse’s belly and a spring fed creek meandered through
the whole valley giving them an abundant supply of water, making it
an ideal place to raise cattle.

This was the
ranch that Jeremy Walton had to save, but he had no doubt that when
he finished with the Cavanaughs he would no longer be living there,
but least it could be rightfully returned to his brother
Raymond.

He spent a
month studying the problem and began formulating a plan. While they
worked bringing the rocks in to build the walls he had noticed a
man ride up to a house up along the river below the high bank where
they worked. The man rode up every Tuesday at the same time and
stayed about an hour.

He had no
concern as to why the man came, all he needed was his horse.
Another problem was the chains they wore around their arms and
legs. He could ride a horse with his arms in chains but could not
mount with chains on his ankles.

Until he saw
the man with the horse at the little house below them he had
considered taking one of the horses from the wagon and riding for
it. He knew this would be a foolhardy plan because there were
always three guards watching over them, two with rifles and one
with a shotgun.

Three men had
tried to do just that and none of them made it out of the rifle
range, but for a time in frustration he weighed the odds. Now he
had another plan bouncing around in his mind.

The prisoners
were given turns at working the wagon that hauled up the big rocks
that the others loaded, and because it required this man to make
quick movements with the horses he was allowed to work without the
leg chains.

He knew he
could depend on his cellmates to help him when the time came and
the plan developed, all he had to do now is wait for all the pieces
to fall into place. When that day happened he watched the house
carefully and made sure the wagon was close to the edge of the high
bank at the time the man usually arrived on the horse.

He watched as
the man tied his horse up out front and entered the house. The few
minutes he waited until he was sure the man was staying felt like
hours as they dragged on. When he felt sure the man was there to
stay he got the attention of the man nearest him first and then
finally made eye contact with one of the others.

His signal to
his cohorts went off well when two of them nearest the guards
started a fight taking the attention of all three of the guards.
The third man moved quickly toward the wagon and took over the
reins while Jeremy slipped behind the wagon and slid, half falling,
down the bank and into the bushes.

He made his way
quickly through the high brush until he came out behind the small
house. As he ran around the side he grabbed some clothes off the
cloths line and then he was mounted and was racing up the river
before anyone knew what was happening.

All he had to
do now was evade the Indian trackers who waited for someone to
escape, giving them the opportunity to make the money they earned
for tracking them down. It was easy money for them because they
were good at their job. They usually found their man lying in the
desert either dead or dying from thirst… at least that was what
they reported.

It was common
talk among the prisoners that it was easier for the Indians to
bring in a body than a living man. There was really no proof of
this and the inmates felt that the guards didn’t care how they were
returned, but Jeremy was determined that he would not become one of
those victims.

He headed north
along the Colorado River and galloped past where the Salt River
joined it. For the first time he felt the rifle in the boot
bouncing against his leg and he hoped he would not have to use
it…at least not until he got to the ranch. When he was far enough
past the Salt that they would think he was following the Colorado
he turned into the desert, being careful to conceal his tracks, and
made his way back toward the Salt.

He knew he
would need water for himself and his stolen horse if he was going
to make it any distance, and the Salt ran in the direction he
wanted to go. He was also sure that it would not take them long to
figure that out, so he rode as far back from the river as he could
to keep out of sight of the men who were working up and down the
river looking for gold.

He finally
spotted what he was looking for…a mine in the hills back from the
river. There was a small stone cabin near what looked like a hole
leading into the rock face. He sat and watched until he saw a man
walk from the crude cabin and disappear into the mine adit.

He worked his
way carefully down toward the back of the cabin where he tied his
horse. He had to get the chains off and he knew that miners usually
had hammers and drills or something he could use to pound the irons
off his wrists. He could operate with the leg irons without the
chains, but he would be encumbered by the chain on his wrists.

He was just
starting to poke around when a voice startled him.

“Hold it right
there!”

He jerked his
head around to see a rifle being held by a grisly looking man who
stepped further into the cabin.

“Well lookie
what we have here…a convict on the run, and trying to rob me too.
Ain’t that just dandy.”

Jeremy turned
fully toward the man and when he did the man cocked the rifle. It
was a sound that stopped him in his tracks.

“You got part
of it wrong mister. You’re right I am an escaped convict, but I’m
no thief.”

The man laughed
a mean laugh.

“I suppose the
next thing you will tell me is that you were not guilty and were
being held in prison against your will.”

Jeremy couldn’t
help but smile a bit.

“As a matter of
fact you are right. I was wrongly imprisoned, but now I have
something that I have to do and the only way you or anyone else can
stop me is to shoot me.”

“Boy, you know
that there prison is full of men who never did what they say they
did. I’m not planning on shooting you unless you make me do it…but
you are going back.”

Jeremy changed
the subject back to what he was doing there.

“Well for what
it’s worth I wasn’t planning on robbing you, I was just looking for
something to get these irons off my hands. I have a ranch up along
the Mogollon Rim, and I have a reason for getting back there.”

The man didn’t
relax his grip on the rifle any.

“I suppose that
there prison is just full of men who have a reason to be somewhere
else too…so that don’t make no never mind to me.”

He took a step
closer to Jeremy.

“I ain’t
looking forward to spending the time to take you back so I guess
those fellers I seen riding up the river earlier were looking for
you and they should be coming back this way soon as they realize
they passed you up.”

He pointed the
rifle to a chair in the corner.

“Suppose you
just have a sit down over there while we wait.”

Jeremy looked
at the chair and then back at the man with the gun and decided to
try one more time.

“Mister, you
better just get it in your mind that you are going to shoot
me…because I’m not going back until I get a job done that needs
doing.”

An idea came to
him as he was talking and he carefully reached into his pocket and
took out the letter. He handed it over slowly to the man who he
could see now had a curious look in his eyes.

“Here read
this.”

The man
gingerly took the letter and a step back towards the light of the
door, unfolded the letter and he began to read. Then he looked up
from the letter.

“Mister that’s
a sad tale, but it don’t make you a man who shouldn’t be locked
up.”

He read a
little further in the letter.

“Cavanaugh! Now
that’s an unusual name…his first name wouldn’t happen to be
Brett…and does he have any brothers?”

Jeremy’s head
came up with a jerk.

“Yes two
brothers, Willis and Harold…useless boys, but mean like their
brother. Do you know of them?”

The miner
lowered his rifle a bit.

“I ain’t always
been a dirt scratching miner, I used to ride for the ‘Three Bar X’
back in Texas and those three boys showed up and bought them a
piece of land that was not worth scratching out a living.”

He took a step
forward as he studied Jeremy’s reaction.

“It weren’t
long before stock started to turn up missing so me, the boss and
two others rode over to talk to them boys. They was ready for us
and the boss took two slugs and we high tailed it out of there. We
almost lost the boss that day, so the ranchers banded together and
those boys made it out of there just ahead of the rope.”

Now Jeremy
relaxed a bit too.

“Sounds like
what they did in our valley, us and the other two ranchers in the
valley started missing stock as well, but somehow they set up a
hidden corral with about thirty head from the other ranches.”

He paused, to
let what he was saying sink in.

“The problem
was that it was on our ranch, and when the sheriff showed up and
found the stock and the running irons they took me in. I didn’t
think my neighbors would think it of me, but I was convicted and
sentenced to ten years…and now here I am. At first I thought it was
just their way of hiding their stolen cattle, but now I realize it
was part of a bigger plan to get rid of me and take over our
ranch.”

The man handed
the letter back to him.

“I can see
where you are coming from now. Can’t say that I wouldn’t be doing
the same thing.”

He lowered his
rifle and held out his hand.

“I’m Buck
Williams and I think maybe I can help you out.”

Jeremy was not
sure what was really happening, but he introduced himself as he
followed the wiry man over to the corner where he picked up a big
hammer and a narrow drill bit.

“Put your arm
up on that rock by the fireplace and let’s see what we can do.”

It wasn’t long
before he had the irons removed from both his wrists and ankles and
they were sitting drinking a cup of coffee. As Jeremy looked at the
man over the rim of his coffee cup he knew he had been graced by
good luck when he decided to show Buck the letter.

He spent the
night with Buck and listened intently while he told him about the
springs, seeps and water holes that he knew were in the back
country along the way he had to go. It would be dangerous following
the river like he was doing, so he decided to follow Buck’s
suggestion. He had been all over this country in his search for
gold and now that information would come in handy for Jeremy.
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Armed with what
Buck had told him and a few meagre supplies he started out into the
desert across the back country. Buck had told him everything he
knew about finding water on the first half of the trip, but he knew
little of the rough and rugged country that was the last fifty
miles or so.

The route he
suggested would lead him to the north of the populated area of
Phoenix and he felt sure that there were no other areas settled
like that on his planned route. He thought he might run across a
wondering prospector or someone like himself, but he felt certain
they would not have heard about any prison escape.

When he left
Buck’s he headed toward the river and followed it along until he
found a hard rock surface that he used to make his turn into the
desert. He had hopes they would miss the turn and continue to
search along beside the river.

He was now
aware that the searchers in the posse had found his tracks where he
doubled back to the Salt but he didn’t know that they even found
where he had passed by Buck’s cabin. Buck had already buried the
evidence of the chains deep in his mine and they didn’t get any
useful information from him.

Just as he
hoped, they missed his trail going into the desert and suspected he
was still on the river route which they had well covered. The first
part of the desert was fairly flat, but broken by washes, some of
which were deep enough that he had to ride along beside until he
could find a safe way down and across.

He was putting
a lot of faith in a man who he just met, but when he came on the
first waterhole that Buck had told him about he became more
confident. When he and his horse were watered up he continued on in
hopes of finding the next water. It took some searching, but
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