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The sorrel horse stood like a statue planted on the clay bank bluff, overlooking the Gila River bottom. His ears were pushed forward watching some unseen movement in the thicket, that grew in the bottom. This was the New York Thicket. The biggest and baddest thicket in central Arizona. It was also dead center of the Gila River Pima Tribal Reservation. 

The wind was blowing the horse’s mane and tail to his front, a cold January wind. At the horse's front feet sat a man wrapped in a denim coat and heavy bull hide chaps. In his hands was a telescope, he was watching the thicket below, where the horse was pointing. 

At the sound of the truck pulling up behind him, the man on the ground glanced back, then returned his sight to the thicket in front of him. At the approach of the man from the truck, the horse shifted his feet but stayed put as though rooted there. “Are you Danny Antone?” the man asked. The dark-haired man sitting in front of the horse nodded. “I’m from the State Brand Department. I’d like to talk to you about going to work for us.” 

“I’m not interested. I got a job. “Danny almost whispered. 

“This will pay better, and you will have some authority over the livestock on the Reservation.” The man spoke a little louder. “The Tribal Council gave us your name.”

“Not so loud! Do you have an office in Phoenix?” Danny asked. 

“Yes, here’s my card with the address on it.” The man extended his hand, with the card in it. 

Danny reached back and took the card. He looked at it, then put it inside his coat in a shirt pocket. “I’ll be there in a day or two to talk about it. Now please be quiet or leave.” Danny pointed down into the thicket about a half mile away. A brown cow had stepped out into the open between two big mesquite trees. Danny slowly stood, then stepped to the side of his horse and pulled up his cinches. Looking at the man still standing there, he said, “I said I’ll come see you, goodbye.” With that, he stepped up on the horse and booted him off the bluff, leaving the state man standing there with his mouth agape. 

Danny Antone had been home from the Army for a total of 3 months. He was one quarter Pima and three-quarter white, but the one quarter gave him rights on the Reservation. He was a tribal member. He supported his mother and younger sister. When he returned home from his stint in the Army, he found his stepfather had died in a car wreck. His mother had no income, and his sister, a skinny, big-eyed girl of sixteen. Using the pay he had saved up, he stocked the house with food and started doing the only thing he knew how to do, other than pull a trigger. He started catching wild cattle out of the New York Thicket. 

The branded cattle he returned to their owners for a bounty. The mavericks, he branded and sold, splitting the money with the Tribal Council. So far, it had kept them fed, and the adobe house that his grandfather had built, warm. At first, he borrowed horses but as time went on, he caught some of the tribal horses, broke them and then had his own. The little tribal horses were perfect for working the thickets. Short, heavy bodied and stout, they could maneuver in the thick brush much better than the better bred horses. Not the fastest, but the toughest, that could outlast the lean cattle that ran in the brush. 

Danny’s saddle was a worn and well used Porters, made in Phoenix many years ago. His father had bought it out of a pawn shop. Then, just before Danny left school for the Army, his father disappeared, never to be seen again. 

His stepfather was a good man who lived nearby in Gila Crossing, a Pima village. Wilford Johnson was a good man, a hard worker who did the best he could for Myra Antone, but he was also a heavy drinker; that was had caused him to wreck the truck he was driving. 

The sorrel horse split the brush with Danny leaning over the saddle horn to dodge the tree limbs. Before him was a cloud of dust hanging in the air. Danny never touched the reins, letting the horse run on his own. The horse was brush wise and had run enough cattle to know what his job was. Ahead, the brush opened up into a clearing, and the little sorrel closed on a big heifer with long ears. Danny’s loop snaked out with one swing and caught the heifer around the neck. The sorrel quit running, jerking the heifer over on her back, with a thump that knocked the air from her. A few minutes later, after Danny had necked the heifer to a gentle mesquite tree, he loosened the cinches on the sweating and heaving sorrel. “Another bill of groceries Sacaton, you’re doing good.” Danny rubbed Sacaton’s neck while the horse cooled. 

While the horse was cooling, Danny looked at the card the man had left him. “Wonder what a Brand Inspecter for the tribe would make.” he thought. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 

[image: ]




Two days later, Danny Antone opened the door to the Brand Department Office at the Capitol grounds. Across the room from the door, a pretty blond sat behind a receptionist counter, her head down, writing in a notebook. Danny soft-stepped up to the desk and stood quietly waiting for her to finish. 

She kept writing. Finally, he made a soft sound in his throat. The receptionist jumped like she had been shot. Looking up at Danny, she smiled a forced smile. “Can I help you?” She asked. Handing the card to her, Danny said: “I’m supposed to see this man, is he in?” 

Through a door to a side office, a big man stepped into the room, a big toothy grin spread across his face. “Danny, glad you made it. Come into my office.” Turning to the receptionist he said: “Hold all my calls and visitors until Dan and I are through.” Then he ushered Danny into his office and showed him to a plush leather chair in front of his desk. A name placard on the desk said Ralph Valintine. “Dan, the tribal council recommended you to our department. Since the last Pima Livestock Inspector passed on, there has been no one representing the tribe. Besides being a veteran, you’re a Pima Tribal Member, and a damn good cowboy, I’m told. Tell me, what do you do with the cattle you catch in that thicket?” 

Danny shifted in the chair and looked around the office at the different framed citations that hung there. “I return the branded cattle to the owners and the mavericks I sell and split the money with the tribe, why?” 

“There is a certain faction within the tribe who are complaining that you are stealing cattle for personal gain. The council doesn’t believe it, but these folks are coming here to complain. Now we know that the tribe isn’t under our jurisdiction, but if we had an inspector there, it would stop the gripping. You would create a paper trail for those cattle and show where they go and who got them. I know your personal circumstances; this would be a monthly, steady paycheck. You could still run the wild cattle, but just keep the paperwork done up.” 

“What’s the pay and when do I start?” Danny leaned forward to ask. 

“The pay is 1200 per month, a pickup and trailer and expenses; if you agree you start right now.” Ralph was grinning like a Cheshire Cat. 

It made Danny uncomfortable. I know that faction you spoke of, they butcher beef in the thicket and sell the meat in South Phoenix; and they don’t care whose beef it is. I’ve already found a half dozen carcasses they left. They don’t even try to hide the hides or brands. What do I do with them, if I catch them?” Danny asked. 

“Turn them, and the evidence, over to the Investigative Department; Reservation or not, that’s illegal. The Tribal Police will back us up; I have the word of the Council.” 

Ralph opened a drawer to his desk and pulled out a small badge. “Pin this on a clean white shirt and you’re in business. I’ll have the motor pool people bring your truck and trailer to Gila Crossing.” Ralph reached out his hand to shake Danny’s. 

Nodding, Danny shook hands and started out the door, holding up the badge he smiled. “I guess I’m hired huh?” 
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True to his word, Ralph Valentine sent out to Danny a truck and trailer. The truck was an old, battered state truck, four-wheel drive, hooked to a fourteen-foot stock trailer, with dented and bent fenders. The floor was warped but solid. In the seat was a stack of inspection books and an envelope on top, holding a gas card for the truck. Danny wasn’t disappointed, his personal truck had burned valves and worn rings. It took a quart of oil for every fill up and you never knew when it would just up and quit. He viewed this state jalopy as an upgrade. 

The thick bodied grulla was marching along down the trail, his head and neck at shoulder level. His mane was coarse and thick with lots of hair showing on his fetlocks. His tail was coarse and long, almost dragging the ground. Danny had caught him out of the wild Tribal Herd a month past. He was believed to be 4 years old, showed a little better blood than the run of the mill horses that run in the thicket. Danny wasn’t on any specific mission, just riding, putting some miles on the little grulla. A little sweat had begun to show on the crease of his neck where it met the shoulder, but the chunky horse didn’t falter, just kept his head down and marched along the deep, wide and powdery trail, raising a little dust cloud behind them. 

Danny began to notice footprints in the dust. They seemed fresh and at times there would be brown spots in the dust next to the footprints. Coming around a bend in the trail, Danny could see a carcass up ahead. As he came near, it was plain the animal had been butchered and its hind quarters taken, but the fore-quarter, and head and neck, were still held in place by the hide. Stepping down from the grulla, Danny carefully turned the remains over and found the brand of Johnny Collier. Johnny was an older white man, who for years had leased Indian lands, to pasture cattle. He had the old railroad yards, at San Tan, leased as a headquarters. Danny cut the brand off the hide and put the patch in his chap pocket. 

“Well, there’s some folks in South Phoenix that will eat good tonight.” He told the horse as he mounted. The footprints took another trail back toward Gila Crossing, the same way Danny was going. He fell into the trail and started following. He didn’t expect to find anyone with the meat, but maybe get a handle on who to watch in the future. An hour later he rode into the village, a scattering of houses. The foot tracks he had been following went up a driveway to an adobe house, on a little rise, surrounded by mesquite trees. 
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